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    “the stream of knowledge is heading towards a non-mechanical reality; the Universe begins to look more like a great thought than like a great machine. Mind no longer appears to be an accidental intruder into the realm of matter... we ought rather hail it as the creator and governor of the realm of matter.” 
 
                   
 
    ― Sir James Jeans 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m not a materialist anymore.  I don’t think the world is made out of matter.  I think it’s made out of what matters.” 
 
      
 
    ― jordan b. peterson 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 1 
 
    TAVEN TRIED TO move.  He was coming to, awakening somewhere, and he had that now familiar feeling that he’d just traveled through a portal.  His consciousness was sluggish.  He knew he was himself, that he existed, and he had enough awareness to believe that he had recently traveled.  But from where and to where was still hazy.  Plus, he couldn’t yet see. 
 
    He became increasingly aware of his confinement, something that wasn’t usually part of this experience.  He tried to lift his hands, but he hit something hard, only inches in front of him.  Then he felt the weight of his body shift to his backside, and he realized he was lying down.  He tried to rise, and his head hit, ostensibly, the same unseen object his hands had struck. 
 
    Then, slowly, his vision returned, except it was still unclear what he was seeing.  Bright lights glared before him, and after a moment of squinting he realized they were the overhead lights to whatever room he was in.   
 
    A shimmer caught his eye, and he recognized the hard surface before him; it was a clear glass covering.  Then, like walls collapsing on him, Taven had a rush of recognition.  He was inside one of the hibernation tubes, those eternal vaults like those he’d discovered on the Hudson. 
 
    He panicked, tried to raise his hand, grabbing at the tubes in his mouth and nose, but he was constrained.  His arms and legs were tied down with harnesses.  He writhed in fear, trying to free himself. 
 
    Then a spasm started in his throat.  It wasn’t a cough.  The tubes down his esophagus wouldn’t allow it.  Not yet.   
 
    He gagged, his choking reflex engaged to the max.  Despite his limited mobility, his body convulsed, flailing to get free until Taven’s fingers touched something.  There was a flash of hope as he began pulling at the small cords. 
 
    As he did, the hoses in his mouth and nose drew tighter, and with hurried motions, he pulled on the gag inducing cables, inch by inch, until finally spewing them out of his mouth in one last reflexive purge. 
 
    Taven gasped for air, the remaining hose still up one nostril no longer a priority.  Once his throat calmed, he began yelling for help.  His own voice bounced back at him, seeming incredibly loud inside the translucent coffin.  It startled him, but he knew he had to keep trying. 
 
    Right as his throat began to spasm again from the exertion, Taven saw movement.  It was out of his field of vision now, the solid side of the hibernation tube blocking his sight.  But he had seen it.  Something. 
 
    He yelled again, but then a shadow stood over him, blocking the lights with their body.   
 
    “Who’s there?  Get me out of—” 
 
    He stopped, his eyes adjusting to the change of light.  It was Cat, her shoulder-length black hair falling down and forward as she bent over him.  She wasn’t moving, wasn’t talking.  And he tried to speak but couldn’t.   
 
    He was lost in her green eyes that seemed to pull him upward, impossibly, through the glass.  He heard a ringing in his ears grow louder and louder until it seemed like there was an alarm sounding inside his hibernation tube.  But, despite the noise, he couldn’t break away from her gaze.  She had him, like a king cobra hypnotizing its prey, and there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 2 
 
    “TAVEN.”  HE FELT a gentle push on his side.  And he suddenly realized he was somewhere else.  Taven opened his eyes just as Amy pushed him again.  She had Evelynn under one arm, the child giggling and laughing while her mother remained stern faced. 
 
    “I’m okay,” Taven said, sitting up. 
 
    Amy took Evelynn back to the kiddie pool a couple of steps away.  The little lass was dressed in all the appropriate sun repelling swim clothes: a cloth-brimmed hat with chin strap, a long-sleeved shirt, and swimmy diapers.  Evelynn squealed with delight as she returned to the water, splashing her hands with contentedness.   
 
    Amy turned back to Taven.  She wore sunglasses, a floppy straw hat, and a swimsuit, and Taven thought that if she had been in a better mood, if they could somehow get away from Evelynn for an hour—heck, ten minutes would do—that maybe they could make love.   
 
    “It was her, wasn’t it?” she said, ruining his fantasy.   
 
    Taven stood up, getting out from under the umbrella.  He stepped into the sunlight and stretched.  “Just a bad dream,” he said.  He stuck his finger in one ear and shook it, the ringing still there.  It was always there now. 
 
    He felt better, being here instead of in that nightmare.  And his unease continued to evaporate like the once wet clothes that hung on the nearby picket fence.  Then he had another flash of concern: where was his blaster?  He turned back and saw it sitting on the small glass table next to the chair. 
 
    “Don’t let Evelynn…” he started. 
 
    Amy’s expression shifted.  She looked offended by the notion that she would let her child near the weapon.  Of course, they’d argued over Taven bringing the blaster in the first place.  And he’d put his foot down, not willing to take chances in another simulation with the lives of the two most important people to him in the Sim-Verse.  Amy had said he was taking a chance with their lives by bringing it.   
 
    He picked up the blaster, but instead of holstering it—he wasn’t wearing one of those over his swim trunks and shirt—Taven placed it on the highest surface he could find: the top of the brick retaining wall beside the pool.   
 
    It was taking him a while to let his guard down, to fully relax here in this seemingly safe, tranquil sub sim.  These little vacations had once seemed like just a perk of the job, and, of course, they were.  But they were also becoming necessary.  The tension of exploring so many sims with sometimes hostile inhabitants was taking its toll on Taven’s nerves. 
 
    Meyer Corp had put him to work just as he’d expected, pulling longer hours than his contract had stated.  The rub was that when you spend so much time in a sub simulation—hours or days even—and only minutes pass in Earth’s primary simulation … well, it didn’t take long for Taven to catch on to the corporation’s accounting scheme.  Sub sim duty didn’t count towards overtime.  It was only the ticking clock inside Meyer Corp’s headquarters that mattered. 
 
    But fortunately, those were the early missions, ones where he and Mack had scouted out new sims.  When they’d discovered one with considerable technology or resources, they’d work to establish trade agreements.  Taven had to get used to lying.  You couldn’t exactly tell people you were from another world or that their world was a computer-generated simulation.  Not if you wanted to be taken seriously and do business.   
 
    Those trade missions were tiresome for obvious reasons.  But lately, Meyer Corp had realized that Taven had another ability they weren’t previously aware of.  Not even Taven had realized it before.  When the corporation sent out teams without Taven, they all ran into a common snag: language.  People in other sims didn’t speak Commerce.  But every time Taven entered a sim, people did.   
 
    Quickly, it was postulated that Gatekeepers relied upon some unconscious auto-translation ability, which made sense to Taven.  Everything he’d learned thus far suggested that Gatekeeper abilities existed for two reasons: to stop people from jumping to other sims, and to stop them fast.  The Makers had created Meta and the Gatekeepers to police the Sim-Verse and had set up incentives for Gatekeepers to get their jobs done as quickly as possible.  All citizens of Meta cared about were their constructs and relative immortality, both of which were compromised the longer they spent time in primary sims. 
 
    With the auto-translation discovery in mind, Meyer Corp began shifting Taven’s load, having him front run all missions to new simulations.  He’d simply jump through, stand around a bit, and jump back home.  Seconds later, the next team would use some of the stolen Seeker vessels—how they got those is another story—to jump to the new sim where the auto-translation program was already running in the background.  No problems. 
 
    It was an easy task, but Taven considered it a major step down, pure drudgery even.  It was perfunctory, busy work, and once Meyer Corp had gotten their bearings and ramped up their operations, it seemed all he did was front run missions.  
 
    Taven stepped around the pool and stood by the fence that overlooked the valley below.  He couldn’t see past the clouds that drifted up through this boreal forest, so he turned, leaned his back against the fence, and admired the mountain lodge he’d managed to rent for his family.  He thought about how much had changed in the few weeks since officially starting his new position at Meyer Corp, how Amy had been able to quit her job, and how they’d gotten used to their new lives in Montreux.  And even these jaunts to other worlds had started to seem normal.   
 
    But even in other worlds, some things didn’t change, the need for money being one of them.  Weeks ago, when he’d first imagined taking sub sim vacations that represented only tiny blips of time in Earth’s primary timeline, he’d forgotten entirely the need for money.  Places like these weren’t free after all.  People, whether in a sub sim or primary world, had to build them, maintain them, and so on.  And even though Meyer Corp was paying him handsomely, unfortunately the auto-translate program didn’t work with currency exchange.   
 
    But like all problems, there were solutions.  And Taven, in his off time, explored the Ghost City’s index of sub sims, learning where the best spots were and what kinds of private trades he could set up.  Often the trade agreements struck between Meyer Corp and off-Earth entities were the starting point for such side hustles.  One world wanted jewels.  Another wanted technology.  And yet another wanted art.   
 
    What he noticed about the Sim-Verse was that each simulation was the best at something, had an abundance of it and was simultaneously suffering scarcity of another commodity or valued resource.  He figured it was all the Makers’ doing, how they’d set things up at the beginning.  It was the point of the Sim-Verse itself, he thought, a grand experiment, granular enough to see long-term impacts of single resource variables.  
 
    Taven began thinking the same thing was true about people; everyone was their world’s expert at something.  But most didn’t know what they were truly great at, and not every mundane expertise was easy to monetize.  People also had accompanying deficiencies that offset their talents.  Some, like physical handicaps, were explicit and obvious.  But most, it seemed to Taven, were partially hidden, blind spots of which individuals were rarely, if ever, aware: a short temper, an addiction, some social or cognitive hang up.  From Taven’s unique vantage point, this differential of scarcity and abundance was a universal constant in the Sim-Verse.  So, once he’d worked out a few angles, trade became like printing money.   
 
    Meyer Corp could say the same thing.  They were making money hand over fist.  But Taven wasn’t so foolish as to mention his side trading activities to the corporation.  He knew there had to be some clause against it in his contract.  But he wasn’t hurting their business.  There was plenty to go around, and he couldn’t imagine that changing any time soon. 
 
    Taven watched Evelynn continue playing in the six-inch-deep kiddie pool.  It reminded him of Iris and how she’d played in the ocean, though she had been ten-plus years older than his little girl.  He wished he could escape in play the way they could.  Of course, considering what ended up happening to Iris, maybe the whole ignorance is bliss approach wasn’t the right one.  Maybe a little worry, a little fear, kept you alive. 
 
    “The porter said there’s a festival starting tomorrow down in the valley,” Amy said, interrupting his ruminations.  “Something about games.  Apparently, it’s a big deal.  We should go.” 
 
    “That could be nice,” Taven said, noncommittally.  Just then, Evelynn stood up fast and slipped onto her bottom.  She began to cry, ending their conversation.   
 
    Taven was thankful for the distraction.  Though he was no fan of crying kids—the high-pitched screeching distorted in his already ringing ears—he had no desire for mingling down in the city below.  Movement, constant movement.  That’s what his life had become.  And what he needed most was places like this where he could be still long enough to feel whole again. 
 
    He moved to the pool’s edge, considering getting into the shallow water with his daughter.  Maybe a distraction would help her forget her fall, he thought.  But before he did, he noticed his reflection in the water.  There was that long scar across his cheek, the one he liked to forget about.  But today, it was a comforting sight.  The mark reminded him that he wasn’t in a construct, wasn’t lost like those aboard the Hudson.  Somehow, as fantastic and unreal as the Sim-Verse could seem, it was the imperfections and even pain that helped ground Taven.  It was what made things feel real, whatever that meant.   
 
    Suddenly, he heard a splattering sound and saw a flash of light bright enough to be noticed under the midday sun.  He looked to Amy and saw her startled expression.  The flash had come from the other side of the house, and all of Taven’s tension, all that he had carefully unwound over the past several days, came right back to the boiling point. 
 
    He dashed across the kiddie pool, slipping and almost falling as he ran.  Evelynn erupted in laughter, not understanding the gravity of the situation.   
 
    Taven grabbed his blaster from the retaining wall, spun around it, and sprinted up the grassy side yard.  When he’d rounded the next corner of the lodge, he saw a single snail-shaped Seeker craft. 
 
    Just then, the vessel hissed, releasing gas, and the door inched open.  Taven clicked off his blaster’s safety switch and raised it toward the craft as the scissor-hinged door swung open wide. 
 
    “Don’t shoot,” said a familiar voice. 
 
    Taven dropped his aim, bent over with his hands on his knees, and said, “Whew, I’m glad it’s you instead of … ”  He let that one go, preferring to catch his breath. 
 
    He looked back up, expecting one of Mack Carter’s sarcastic quips, but Mack wasn’t smiling.  “What is it?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Boss, we gotta problem.”  
 
       
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 3 
 
    THE SHIMMERING DISK remained open as Taven turned to Amy and said, “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    “And when do you think that will be?” she asked, turning her back to him as she chased Evelynn who had scurried past her toward the open balcony door.  They were back in their new home in Montreux.  She scooped up the child in her arms, turning her upside down.  Evelynn’s hair fell, covering her face as she giggled.   
 
    It frustrated Taven that Amy could seem totally fine, happy even, with their daughter one moment and still reserve disdain for him the next.  It seemed intentional, something controlled by her will rather than blind emotion.  And it made him want to call her out on it, accuse her of holding an unnecessary grudge against him.  But he knew better than to start a fight right before leaving. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he finally answered.  “There’s a problem, and they want me to solve it.” 
 
    Taven understood why Amy was peeved about having to end their vacation early, but at least they went on vacations now.  Couldn’t she appreciate the better life they had?  Maybe, Taven figured, he was still paying for prior sins from when he’d been gone for months astro-mining the Belt.  He could now travel anywhere in the Sim-Verse in the blink of an eye, but he still couldn’t outrun his past.  
 
    Amy placed Evelynn on the floor and grabbed an electronic drawing canvas from the table next to her and wiped yesterday’s—or was it last week’s?—drawing clean with the wave of her hand.  The little girl took the canvas and toggled swiftly through various tabs until pulling up a holographic projection of one of her saved pictures.  “See?” she said, proudly. 
 
    “That’s great, Sweetie,” Taven said.  “Draw me a new one, for when I get back.  Okay?” 
 
    “Okay, Daddy,” came Evelynn’s tender voice.  Then, happily, she began drawing a new picture.  Taven swallowed the lump in his throat along with the bitter feelings of guilt for having to leave his little girl one more time. 
 
    “Be careful,” Amy said, finally locking eyes with him.  Her arms were crossed, and Taven decided not to chance an awkward hug or kiss goodbye.   
 
    “I’ll make it up to you,” he said, turning to face the shimmering disk.  “Who knows?  Maybe I’ll be working in a sub sim and I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for a response, believing she’d probably cast doubt on the proposition.  He stepped through the disk and welcomed the brief loss of consciousness.  It was like passing through sleep, refreshing in a way.  The shorter the distance, the less foggy it was on the other side.  But there was always a reset, a chance to let unpleasant thoughts sift down into the recesses of your mind. 
 
    Taven came to inside the Braun Orbiter, Meyer Corp’s main headquarters and their largest space station in orbit around Earth.  He was inside what had once been their largest hangar bay, where all mining craft had been built and maintained.  But now, things were different.  Not only had Meyer Corp shifted its production and maintenance operations to multiple subsidiary stations, they had changed the interior of this bay, closing off all but one of the main hangar doors and partitioning the massive room into several smaller sections. 
 
    The hangar bay had been walled off for two main reasons, Taven knew.  First was because of the reduced space traffic.  The ongoing mining missions to the Belt all started and ended elsewhere.  The mining venture now was mostly for show, a front to legitimize the inordinate profits Meyer Corp made through inter-simulation trade.  And the single bay door that remained in the Braun Orbiter was sufficient for the few craft that came and went.     
 
    But the second reason—and Taven believed this was the main reason—was for security.  The single bay door had the highest security checkpoint in all of space, because Meyer Corp kept something behind it that was more valuable than rocks and ships; they held a secret.  It was perhaps the biggest in all of Earth’s history.  And the longer they kept it—the longer they kept their competition in the dark—the more resources they could extract from the Sim-Verse.  Money didn’t just make the world go round; it spun up the whole simulated universe, too. 
 
    “Jumper Sixteen ready to embark!” yelled a nearby grease monkey.  Multiple mechanics in the jumper station echoed the report, and Taven couldn’t help but be impressed by the way these mechanics had so quickly adapted their style of bolt slinging and grease fitting to an all new, all alien technology.   
 
    But then he noticed their coveralls, or rather, he noticed what was missing from them: the Unionist patch, that ubiquitous insignia that, irrespective of corporate affiliation, was synonymous everywhere with space labor.   
 
    He felt an instant repulsion toward these labor busters before remembering that he too had signed a contract with Meyer Corp disavowing the Union.  They’d promised him the moon in exchange, and he knew they would have had to do the same for these workers.  But it was a check Meyer Corp could now afford to write.   
 
    Meyer Corp had created an artificial dispute with the Unionist, a ruse over labor contracts.  Genuine conflicts had happened before, but this time, the picketing Unionists in their blockade of ships outside the Braun Orbiter were in for a sore surprise.  As soon as this quarter’s earnings were in, it would become clear that Meyer Corp—despite lacking the Unionist ships representing more than half of their former fleet—had actually made unprecedented profits.  The Sim-Verse was still a well-kept secret, but what was about to become abundantly clear was that the days of Unionist space labor were numbered. 
 
    There was a flash, and the jumper disappeared.  “Jumper Sixteen away!” came the report, again echoed by the rest of the jumper bay crew. 
 
    The jumpers—that’s what people had started calling the snail shell craft used by the Seeker soldiers—had become Meyer Corp’s common mode of transportation into other simulations.  Stealing them from the Seekers had been an ambitious task that Taven had helped orchestrate early in his new post.   
 
    Here in this section of the hangar bay, each jumper was assigned its own station, replete with crew and maintenance equipment.  And each station was identified by a unique two-digit number.  Jumper Sixteen, for example, was so named after the last two digits of a long series of numbers, almost all existing to the right of a decimal point.  There was a base number representing Earth’s coordinates in the Sim-Verse and additional numbers—more than two—that specified the jumper stations’ exact coordinates.  Hewitt said these weren’t really coordinates; they were electromagnetic frequencies.  But that was a distinction few others cared to draw.  All that mattered to a jumper operator was knowing what number to dial to get back home.     
 
    Taven heard a faint beeping sound grow louder.  Lost in a daze, he ignored it until one of the grease monkeys yelled at him to get out of the way.  He snapped to and realized he’d almost been crushed by a jumper getting rolled off. 
 
    Frazzled, Taven backed out of the way, but when he did, he bumped into someone behind him.  He turned quickly to apologize and was greeted by Dr. Hewitt.   
 
    “Oh, there you are,” said the portly man wearing a white lab coat. 
 
    “I don’t know what servicing a jumper needs that can’t be done in its station,” Taven said.  He heard the frustration in his own voice, and for the first time recognized he was acting displeased, trying to make someone notice he didn’t like getting yanked out of his vacation. 
 
    “Yes, well.  I suppose this means we can get started,” Hewitt said before leading Taven toward the other end of the bay. 
 
    “Mack said there was a problem.” 
 
    “Uh, that would be an understatement,” the scientist laughed.  Somehow, he always seemed amused by anything out of the ordinary, like all of existence was a giant puzzle designed just for him to solve. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Right here,” Hewitt said, grabbing one of the secure phone lines from the wall.  “He’s here,” he said to someone, and then he hung up quickly. 
 
    Taven stared at the red phone.  It was like ones he’d seen in old films, from centuries long ago before immersive entertainment had become the norm.  He couldn’t help but marvel at the paradoxical absurdity.  Meyer Corp possessed technology from other worlds but had chosen to use anachronistic devices like this one all in the name of security.  Except for the main bridge, the entire Braun Orbiter was shielded from wireless transmissions.   
 
    Hewitt smiled nervously, and just as Taven decided to prod the doctor for more information, the double doors they were standing next to flew open. 
 
    Taven was glad to see Mack come through, his goofy grin returning.  But then the good feeling faded fast as General Stafford followed Mack into the hangar bay. 
 
    “Mr. Smith,” Stafford said with a baritone voice, “thanks for coming.”  The general extended his hand slowly, and Taven could tell the career military man didn’t like having to issue pleasantries, especially with his subordinates.   
 
    “Glad to help,” Taven lied.  He couldn’t believe his own words, but locking eyes with Stafford made him lose all of his resentful resolve.   
 
    “What have you told him?” Stafford asked Hewitt.   
 
    “Nothing,” Hewitt answered.  “I thought it best—” 
 
    “There’s no time to waste,” Stafford interrupted.  The salt and pepper haired man turned his intimidating gaze back to Taven.  “I’m sure you’ve noticed things have changed here since you’ve been gone.” 
 
    Taven looked out at the series of jumper stations.  People were coming and going, shouting over the sound of metal on metal work.  “Not really,” Taven finally said. 
 
    “How many jumpers do you see?” Stafford redirected. 
 
    Just then, it hit Taven.  All but a couple of the stations were empty, the jumpers presumably out in the Sim-Verse somewhere.  Usually, no more than half of the jumpers were ever deployed.   
 
    “What happened?” Taven asked.  “Did something go wrong on Ceros?”  That was the last world he’d visited, and his limited interactions with its inhabitants there had given him a bad feeling. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking, yes,” General Stafford said.  “But only two jumpers have been lost there.” 
 
    “Lost?”  Taven said.  “How did—” 
 
    “Show him,” Stafford said to Hewitt. 
 
    Next to the red phone was a large vid-screen with conspicuous cables and cords spilling out one side of it and into the wall.  It was yet another example of the outdated tech Meyer Corp had chosen to use for security purposes.  Hewitt touched the screen, holding his hand there long enough for it to recognize him.  The screen lit up with files contained on Hewitt’s chip that was embedded under his skin.  He selected one, and a new set of images flashed on screen. 
 
    It was a column of numbers, each appearing to have twenty or more digits.  And Taven knew they represented the simulations that Meyer Corp had visited.  He hadn’t seen this list tallied before, and he was struck by the number of worlds they’d already visited.   
 
    “See these grayed areas?” Hewitt said, pointing to the screen.  Instantly, Taven’s heart sank.  More than half of the numbers were faded out, and it reminded him of the grayed sub sims in the Ghost City index, the ones the Seekers occupied. 
 
    “Don’t tell me they’ve taken over,” Taven said. 
 
    “No, Boss.  I just got back from the index.  They’re still…”  Mack stopped after catching General Stafford’s glare.  Apparently, Mack was too far down the pecking order to speak.  Hurriedly, he finished, “Um, yeah.  The Seekers are still doing their thing there.  Business as usual.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s still a mystery,” Hewitt said.  “The phenomenon behaves more like a contagion.  If the Seekers were merely invading other sims like they’ve been doing—thank goodness they appear to still be stuck in the sub sims—our teams would jump through and be met by blue helmets.  That, as bad as it would be, would be comprehensible.” 
 
    “Instead,” Stafford said, cutting to the chase, “jumpers leave and never come back.” 
 
    “Are they being captured?” Taven asked. 
 
    “That’s what we guessed the first time,” Stafford said, pointing at one of the numbers Taven recognized.   
 
    “Ceros is lost?  I was there last week,” Taven said. 
 
    “It was the first we noticed,” Stafford said.  “After the first jumper didn’t come back as scheduled, we sent another, this time unmanned with just a bot camera.  It was programmed to return but never did.  Then the same thing started happening with all of these.”  He pointed to the rest of the grayed list of sims. 
 
    “We lost a lot of good people,” Stafford said sternly.   
 
    There was a pause, and Taven, though he had a million questions, felt uncomfortable speaking, stepping on graves.   
 
    “That’s why we need your help,” Stafford said finally. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?  If I jump through to those sims, whatever happened to the jumpers will happen to me too.” 
 
    “We don’t want you to jump through,” Hewitt said, sounding amused at Taven’s lack of logic.  “We need some recon.  We need to figure out exactly what’s happening, which sims are being taken down and why.” 
 
    They stared at each other for a minute, and Taven wondered what he was missing.   
 
    “We gotta go back to Meta, Boss,” Mack said. 
 
    Confused, Taven looked away, found the glint in the far wall that represented the master index he had access to and pulled it forward.  Just like the last time he’d checked, the tile that represented Meta was faded out, just like these sims. 
 
    “It’s no use.  It’s still dark,” Taven said. 
 
    “It’s dark, but it’s still there,” Stafford said.  “And we need you to lead a team there, to use the…”  He chewed on the word, and Taven didn’t know whether he was having trouble remembering it or if he just didn’t like the casual sounding name they’d given it.  “We need access to the library, to check other sims and see if they are grayed out there, if there’s anything to glean from that database.” 
 
    Before Taven could argue, Hewitt explained, “Meta is dark.  Taven’s right.  But it’s not broken.  It’s just that its power system is down.  The physical city still exists; but the lights are all off.” 
 
    “And you know this how?” Taven asked. 
 
    Hewitt smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    “You sent a jumper team?” Taven pressed. 
 
    “They all arrived and returned as scheduled.  We brought back this footage.”  Hewitt turned and selected a different file on the screen.  It began playing, and Taven watched as a shadowy version of the lost city’s main hall appeared. 
 
    “Running around with flashlights isn’t going to get us anywhere,” Taven said, dismissively.  
 
    “It will if we can power up Meta’s processors,” Hewitt replied.  “Even if we can only turn on one portion of the city at a time, we can still get useful data.” 
 
    “It’s our best chance of understanding the contagion,” Stafford said firmly, “and figuring out what we need to do to stop it.” 
 
    Taven knew he was supposed to just shut up and go along with Stafford’s decision, but this was different.  Meta was where he’d almost been killed, where Cat had left him and Mack to die.   
 
    “How are we supposed to power things?” Taven asked.  “I mean, we’re talking about the biggest, most powerful computing system in the entire Sim-Verse.  I doubt you can just hook up a slicer battery.” 
 
    “That’s where she comes in,” Stafford said.  He reached for the red phone and whispered orders.  Seconds later the double doors flew open again, and Taven watched as a Meyer Corp guard escorted a red and brown robed figure into the hangar bay. 
 
    Taven had to stop himself from saying her name out loud: Iris.  He knew it couldn’t be her, but some part of himself couldn’t help but hang on to the dim hope that it was.   
 
    The cloaked figure stepped forward, the guard moving to one side.  Slender hands rose and grabbed the hood, pulling it back to reveal the face of a bald-headed woman.   
 
      
 
      
 
          
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 4 
 
    “NO,” TAVEN WHISPERED. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Stafford barked. 
 
    “No way,” Taven snapped.  “Send her back,” he said, pointing at the woman.   
 
    “No can do, Boss,” Mack said gently, like he was trying to talk Taven out of a mistake.   
 
    “Kenna—that’s your name, isn’t it?”  Hewitt turned to her.  She nodded stoically.  “Kenna’s world is gone,” he continued.  “It’s fortunate we got her out when we did.” 
 
    “I barely made it out, myself,” Mack said, eyes open wide. 
 
    “So, the…” Taven stumbled.  He couldn’t remember the name of the world where Iris had come from.  “Iris’s sub sim is gone?” 
 
    “The sub and the primary that hosted it,” Stafford confirmed.  “That’s what we’ve been trying to tell you, young man.” 
 
    Taven suppressed an inappropriate chuckle at the last part.  He wasn’t exactly old, but no one had called him young in some time, his facial scar adding a decade to most people’s calculations.   
 
    “I thought we’d agreed to use only Meyer Corp employees,” Taven said.  “Mack and I can handle this.”   
 
    “But Kenna can power parts of Meta,” Hewitt explained.  “The first team we sent got nowhere.  But we know, based on your account of the girl, that her kind, with their energy abilities—they can somehow connect with Meta’s grid.” 
 
    “Her name was Iris,” Taven said bitterly, “and she was an exception in her world, the best as far as I could tell.”  He turned to the bald woman.  “What makes us think she can hold a candle to Iris?” 
 
    “Boss, Kenna used to teach the girl,” Mack said, like he was embarrassed. 
 
    Of course, why hadn’t Taven thought of that?  Cat couldn’t have been Iris’s first master.  There had to have been someone before her, someone Cat replaced.  But that recognition gave Taven another idea. 
 
    “We’re looking in the wrong place,” Taven said.  Out the corner of his eye—Taven was still too chicken to meet Stafford’s scrutinizing gaze head on—he saw the general stiffen, standing more erect.  “Cat’s behind all of this.  She’s the one we’ve got to find.” 
 
    Kenna stepped forward, and what looked like flames of plasma energy flickered from her eyes as she said, “And when we find her, I’ll set her afire.”   
 
    “Easy, Momma,” Mack said, placing a gentle hand on Kenna’s shoulder.  To Taven’s surprise, the warrior woman responded to Mack’s suggestion, and Taven wondered how much time the two had spent together, how Mack had seemingly won her over. 
 
    Stafford exhaled, apparently growing tired of the disorder and inefficiency of the conversation.  “Mr. Smith, do you understand your assignment?” 
 
    Taven looked away from Kenna and Mack, and relented.  “Yes,  I guess so.” 
 
    “Anything you’re fuzzy about will be explained here,” Stafford said, retrieving a stack of papers from the guard who had escorted Kenna into the bay.  Stafford handed the heavy stack to Taven.   
 
    “More Meyer Corp security protocol,” Stafford added, ostensibly noticing Taven’s dubious expression.  “And the burn after reading stamp on top is literal,” the general added.  “Read what you must, then toss it into the incinerator.  Mission Team Alpha will jump at 0600 hours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 5 
 
    LIGHTS, TAVEN THOUGHT.  That would be nice right now.  No sooner had he wished for them than his mech suit blasted a blinding light.   
 
    He squinted, partly because of the light’s sheer intensity but also because it was amplified by the tight quarters he found himself in.  He didn’t know exactly what part of Meta he’d jumped to, but he appeared to be in the tunnel system, the maze of ubiquitous fifty-foot-long halls like those he’d been through in the past searching for Mack. 
 
    He needed to find the others.  They’d used the remaining jumpers with Hewitt’s dialed-in frequency to jump to Meta, while Taven, afraid to use Meta’s still dark index tile, had simply relied upon his memory and Gatekeeper abilities to jump.  And now that he was apparently lost, Taven had the odd feeling that his Gatekeeper abilities were quickly becoming obsolete in this rapidly changing Sim-Verse.   
 
    Somehow, Taven figured, his ability to jump was contingent upon the clarity of the mental image he held of his destination.  That was why when he’d first jumped from the quarantine orbiter to escape the Gatekeepers, he’d landed at a considerable distance from Cat.  It had been her that he’d imagined, her green eyes, not the actual simulation she had been in. 
 
    And now, something similar had happened.  He’d thought of Meta, but he foolishly hadn’t focused on the library room.  And here he was.   
 
    It was a long shot, but Taven scanned the area using his Gatekeeper vision to go beyond the normal visible spectrum.  Nothing.  No red glowing levers.  No other Gatekeeper signatures.  He was in the dark despite his mech suit’s very bright light. 
 
    Just as he contemplated creating a new portal, one created with the library clearly in mind, Taven heard a crackling sound inside his helmet followed by a familiar voice.  “Where you at, Boss man?” 
 
    “Mack?” 
 
    Then he heard Dr. Hewitt’s voice come in over the comm.  “I’m triangulating your signal.  Should just take a second.” 
 
    “You messed with my suit?  When’d you have time for that?” Taven asked, pleasantly surprised. 
 
    “You’re not the only one who gets away on weekends,” Hewitt said.  Despite the who-knows-how-far distance between them, Taven could imagine the childish smile that was on the doctor’s face.  And Taven found himself smiling too.  He imagined Hewitt trying to stuff Taven’s mech suit into a jumper craft and disappearing to a sub sim where days or weeks were only minutes on Earth, just to further explore Gatekeeper tech. 
 
    “There, you should be seeing us now,” Hewitt said. 
 
    Taven looked but only saw the dull block wall before him.  But then there was a red dot to the left in his field of vision.  He turned his whole suit to face it and realized that, like a compass pointing north, there was an amber beacon that he could see through his helmet, some modification Hewitt had made to the suit. 
 
    “I’m on the way,” Taven answered.  He began walking toward the beacon and then laughed at himself.  He wasn’t just a limited human.  He was inside the Sim-Verse’s most awesome policing machine.   
 
    He began to run, only slowing to take each turn in the tunnel.  Right, left, right, left.  Always keeping the amber dot in view.  He pushed himself, or rather he pushed his suit, seeing what it was really capable of. 
 
    The machine’s guts hummed higher, and the fast pounding of Taven’s mech feet became so raucous it lost all definition, roaring like a freight train. 
 
    Then Taven spotted a change in the right-left-right-left routine.  At the end of this hall was an opening, and he knew he was nearing the library.   
 
    Taven threw on his brakes, and to his surprise, the mech suit stopped instantly.  The only lag between his command and the machine’s execution was a long skid which threatened to tear apart the floor. 
 
    Now in the library, Taven’s amber beacon shut off.  He spotted the glow of soft lights in one corner of the room that now seemed massive here in the dark. 
 
    “That was quite an impressive entrance,” Hewitt said after Taven lowered his helmet.  It was strange to finally see Hewitt out of his white lab coat.  He and Mack both wore black tactical vests over blue corporate-issued jump suits along with headsets and headlamps, while Kenna continued to wear her traditional robe.   
 
    “Yeah, I thought you were going to bust through the wall,” Mack grinned. 
 
    “Isn’t that suit a bit of an overkill?” Hewitt teased. 
 
    “Hey, wear ‘em if you got ‘em,” Mack said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’d say you’d be using a mech suit too if you had one,” Taven added.” 
 
    “We’re working on that,” Hewitt said.   
 
    “Gabe’s suit?” 
 
    Hewitt smiled, confirming Taven’s guess, and then turned to the wall of books. 
 
    Taven had been surprised when Hewitt told him that Meyer Corp had already sent a team to Meta, but he should have figured it out when Hewitt had repaired his mech suit’s shoulder cannon.  One day his suit had been in disrepair, the shoulder cannon torn off the day he and Mack had escaped from Meta.  And then the next day, his suit had been fixed, good as new.   
 
    He’d gotten few explanations but had decided not to look a gift-horse in the mouth.  Now he was kicking himself for not paying better attention.  Obviously, Meyer Corp had retrieved Gabe’s suit and robbed parts to fix Taven’s.  And likely that wasn’t the only secret they’d kept from him.   
 
    He couldn’t help but imagine Meyer Corp’s mission team disassembling Gabe’s suit, piece by piece, limb by limb, before stuffing it into jumpers and sending it home.  What about Gabe?  Taven shuddered at the thought.  The Gatekeeper had died at his and Mack’s hands, and he could still remember the gaping hole in his chest plate created by Taven’s energy lance.  He wondered what they had done with the body.  Even if the suit had been intact, Taven knew it didn’t work for those without a Gatekeeper code.  But he also knew people like Hewitt were working on that problem, too. 
 
    The quartet shone their lights across the walls of books.  Unlike before, the spines of the books didn’t possess numbers on them, and Taven figured that the information inside and outside of the books had been lost when the city went dark. 
 
    Mack tugged at a random book, but it was no use.  The single volume seemed glued in place.   
 
    “It won’t budge,” Mack said, finally giving up. 
 
    “I figured as much,” Hewitt said, and Taven wondered how he could figure out anything about this strange place, the nature of the Sim-Verse so disparate from what only months ago had been called reality. Their reality. 
 
    “We need to reboot this part of the city,” Hewitt said. 
 
    “You think it’ll be that simple?” Mack asked.  “Didn’t Iris blow up the CPU or whatever?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s what really happened,” Hewitt explained.  “We know the city went dark, and nothing here works any more.  But we’ve been assuming that Cat and the kid blew the main computer along with the energy core.” 
 
    “Iris merged with the core.  I saw her before the city went down,” Taven said. 
 
    He saw Kenna grip her flashlight hard, and he thought he heard her teeth grind.  Underneath Kenna’s bulletproof veneer was a core teeming with rage, he decided.  And who could blame her? 
 
    “Yes, but it doesn’t make sense for the Makers to have put all their eggs in this one basket,” Hewitt went on.  “I mean, think about it.  If we’re all ones and zeros, what are we really talking about when we describe this city?  It’s all part of the same computer, somewhere in the base reality.  And since our primary simulation didn’t go down instantly when Meta’s core blew, we know that the computer, in the base reality, is still chugging along.  It has to be so, because we still exist.” 
 
    As always, Hewitt seemed totally unfazed by the nihilistic implications.  He was solving a puzzle, and that’s all he cared about. 
 
    “But the sims are going down,” Kenna said, her voice a surprise to the others.   
 
    “But that’s a recent change,” Hewitt said.  “There’s too much of a lag for it to be simply the base reality CPU going down.  No, I think this place is more sophisticated, more resilient than that.  You said so yourself, Taven.  These books contained incredible amounts of information about primary sims and their indexed sub sims.  That’s too much processing power to be happening remotely.” 
 
    “You’re saying each of these books are little bits of CPU, computer chips?” Taven asked. 
 
    “I’m saying this whole city is a cluster of computer chips, and that the core, as we’ve come to call it, is nothing more than an energy buffer, used to regulate power to this section of the base reality computer.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to know for sure,” Mack said.  All eyes turned to Kenna.  “You’re up, Momma.” 
 
    Kenna put her flashlight in her robe pocket and raised both hands toward the wall of books.  Her palms began to glow, and Taven was surprised to see the color was different than Iris’s.  Kenna’s glow was light blue rather than the purple-white he’d seen before, and he wondered if it was because of Kenna’s age or some other factor he didn’t understand about their lost world. 
 
    After charging up, Kenna placed her hands onto the shelf.  Like a match dunked under water, the blue glow from her hands disappeared, extinguished upon contact with the massive load of books representing an incomprehensible number of simulations. 
 
    They watched for several seconds before Taven said, “It’s not working.” 
 
    “Give her a second,” Mack replied, and Taven wondered why, yet again, Mack was defending this outsider. 
 
    But sure enough, Mack was right, because the shelving near Kenna started coming to life.  The books became illuminated, each one flickering on one at a time.   
 
    The glow spread left and right from its source, Kenna.  As the last set of shelves came online, she let out a soft groan.   
 
    “You okay?” Mack checked. 
 
    Kenna nodded.  “I think so.  This feels like all of them.” 
 
    Everyone checked, turning around in the room.  “Yeah, that’s it,” Hewitt said.  “Good job.” 
 
    Kenna said nothing, but Mack looked concerned.  “Can you hold it?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she said, like she was ashamed that he’d seen her strain.  “Do what needs doing.” 
 
    “Right, then,” Hewitt said, walking casually down the wall of books.  “Um, Taven.  From your description—” 
 
    “Something isn’t right,” Taven interrupted.  He pointed, saying “This section here, they aren’t glowing like the others.” 
 
    “That’s a whole wall of books, Taven,” Hewitt replied, scratching his head.  “But yeah, I see it too.  And they weren’t like this before?” 
 
    Taven shook his head.  “Let me…”  He reached out his hand like he was going to take one of the books off the shelf.  Nothing happened automatically, so he took hold of the book and pulled.  But it was like before when Mack had tried to heave one out: stuck.   
 
    “These work,” Mack said, pulling out one of the illuminated books.  He didn’t have to touch it.  Like when Cat had first shown Taven the library, the book flew off the shelf at the mere thought of being selected.  It hovered in mid-air before projecting a holographic list of numbers and tiles that Taven knew represented primary simulations. 
 
    “Hey, be careful,” Taven warned. 
 
    Hewitt was looking away from the open book.  “What’s different about this one?” Hewitt said, like he was thinking out loud.  As he hurried down the row of stuck books, the one that they had opened automatically closed and reshelved itself.  Hewitt stopped and pulled a book from the middle of the wall.   
 
    “All the other books here are unlit,” Mack noticed.  Taven felt frustration at his friend for wasting time stating the obvious. 
 
    The one lit book opened, revealing grayed tiles. 
 
    “They’re all gone, like the others,” Mack said. 
 
    “Not all of them,” Hewitt said, scrolling down further.  “There,” he said, stopping the holographic projection.  “That one.” 
 
    There was a single tile that was still clear, still viable.  “Recognize it?” Taven asked. 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same thing,” Hewitt said.  “Whatever’s happening to those other sims, obviously, isn’t happening here.”   
 
    Hewitt stepped back and pulled something out of a tactical belt on his hip where most team members would have worn a blaster.  He raised the rectangular object up and mashed a button.  A bright flash burst, and he said, “Sorry.  Let me turn that off.” 
 
    “You brought a camera?” Mack asked. 
 
    “Yeah.  Thank Meyer Corp for yet another ancient piece of tech,” Hewitt answered.  “Nothing can be tied to the grid.  Security, security, security.  I just hope this thing actually works,” he said, taking more pictures.  
 
    Then Hewitt closed the open book and moved to the seam where the well-lit books and those that seemed stuck in the shelves met.  “It’s changing,” he said.  “The dividing line’s moving.  Right here,” he pointed.   
 
    “D’you see that?” Mack asked.  “That one flickered and turned off.  And now—”  He tried to grab it.  “Yep, it’s stuck like the others.” 
 
    “That means this one’s next,” Hewitt said.  He gave Taven a grim look, and it took him a second to realize what it was that Taven was missing.  “Do you recognize this?”  Hewitt pointed to the numbers on the spine. 
 
    “Those are the vectors, coordinates or something,” Taven answered.  “Like the numbers we use in the jumpers.  Cat said the sims in each book share closely related EM frequencies.”   
 
    “Maybe you’ll recognize this,” Hewitt said, no longer the chuckling, never bothered egghead.  He opened the book, showing the tiles of primary sims.  The first few tiles were grayed out, and Taven figured they were already affected by the contagion, whatever it was.   
 
    “That’s Earth,” Mack said. 
 
    “That’s correct,” Hewitt confirmed.   
 
    “Another tile just turned gray,” Taven said. 
 
    “And they’re going to keep doing that,” Hewitt said calmly.  “All the way down the list.” 
 
    “That means we’re next,” Mack blurted out. 
 
    Just then Kenna groaned again.   
 
    “You okay?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Yes, but please hurry,” she answered. 
 
    “We’re not next,” Hewitt corrected.  “Not technically.” 
 
    “Close enough,” Mack said.  “We don’t have long as fast as those are changing.” 
 
    “Not in this temporal configuration,” Hewitt said. 
 
    “What’s that mumbo jumbo s’posed to mean?” Mack quipped. 
 
    “He’s right,” Taven intervened.  “Meta’s the slowest place in the Sim-Verse.  If we’re going to do something about this, we have to be somewhere else, someplace moving faster.” 
 
    “You want to move faster…to have more time, Boss?” 
 
    Apparently, Mack wasn’t grasping the whole relativity thing.  “They,” Taven pointed to the next tile that blinked before turning gray, “are moving faster than we are here.  So we have to go there,” he pointed to the next tile, “and catch up to their speed and figure out what’s happening before it reaches Earth.” 
 
    Hewitt was running toward one of the jumpers, and Kenna let out an uncharacteristically transparent cry of duress.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Taven asked while Mack rushed to Kenna’s side.   
 
    Kenna gritted her teeth and shouted for him to leave her alone and finish whatever they needed to do. 
 
    “I’m going back to the Braun Orbiter so we can make plans from there,” Hewitt said.  “I think you know what to do?” 
 
    Taven felt like calling him a coward, for rushing home and leaving the dirty work for them to do.  But as he considered it, he realized Hewitt was right, that he was taking the next logical step. 
 
    “We’ll meet you back there when we have answers,” Taven said.  
 
    Hewitt gave a hurried salute that seemed to Taven to say good luck because you’re going to need it, and then he disappeared inside the jumper which, seconds later, flashed away. 
 
    “We’re going there?” Mack asked, pointing at the next clear tile.  “What if whatever’s happening to the others happens to us?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m counting on,” Taven said.  “But we’re gonna get out before it’s too late.” 
 
    “How do you know that, Boss?” 
 
    “Because we have to.”  Taven didn’t believe his own words, but he hoped Mack did.   
 
    Kenna began exhaling repeated groans, and Taven knew he had to hurry. 
 
    “You ready?” he asked Mack. 
 
    “Nope.  You?” 
 
    Taven raised his helmet.  “No, but what else is new?”  Then he mentally selected the next tile, and right as Kenna’s groan turned into a high-pitched cry, the world around him dissolved.   
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 6 
 
    TWO THINGS GREETED Taven when he came through.  One was snow, which landed on his helmet and melted, smearing his suit’s view camera.  The second thing was Kenna’s scream which, by the time Taven had drawn down his helmet, had ceased. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Mack said, touching her arm to reassure her. 
 
    She pulled her arm away and raised her hood.  “I’m fine,” she said coldly. 
 
    Taven took inventory of their surroundings.  The snow-covered landscape matched the sky, a whitish-gray.  They were in a shallow valley that might have had green grass growing in it if this world had such a thing as summer.  The steep hills surrounding them had coniferous trees on them, and above the evergreen trees rose barren cliffs.  None of this was easy to see through the snowfall, and the setting sun on the horizon promised that visual conditions were about to get much worse.   
 
    “Did we go to the right one?” Mack asked. 
 
    “Yeah, this was the next tile, the next primary sim to be shut down,” Taven answered. 
 
    “And remind me again why coming here was a good idea?” Mack asked.  
 
    “I’m not so sure it was, but we have to see what we’re up against and figure out who or what is doing this.”   
 
    “Um, Boss.  I think you and I both know who is behind this.”   
 
    “She is,” Kenna said, spitting out the distasteful words.   
 
    “We don’t actually know that,” Taven said, though he couldn’t imagine another explanation. 
 
    “Well, whatever we do, we better hurry before it gets dark,” Mack said.  “What are we looking for anyway?”   
 
    “Anything but snow,” Taven answered sarcastically.   
 
    Kenna, who Taven was starting to believe had never been exposed to sarcasm, said, “What about that?” 
 
    He turned to see her pointing at the tops of nearby trees, and then he spotted smoke rising in the distance. 
 
    “That’s as good a guess as any,” Taven said.  “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    They marched toward the tree line, but before they reached it, Taven heard a crack beneath his feet.  Then, before he could react, his heavy mech feet crashed through a thin layer of ice into a small but fast-moving brook.   
 
    “You okay, Boss?” Mack asked, safely jumping across the hidden creek. 
 
    “I think so,” Taven said, but as he tried to step out of the water, his oversized tree-trunk feet slipped, and he crashed down onto his metal hands and knees. 
 
    Kenna ran forward and began trying to assist Taven.  “No, stand back,” he told her.  Once she did, he jumped up and rose some fifteen-plus feet into the air, and as his feet came to the ground, he heard the jets kick on, simultaneously cushioning his landing and melting snow beneath him. 
 
    “So much for a quiet entrance,” Mack said. 
 
    Taven turned and expected to see Mack’s usual goofy grin, but the look on his face told Taven something was up.  He searched the tree line where Mack’s gaze was fixed and realized they were not alone. 
 
    Dozens of people hid behind trees, arms, legs, and faces sticking out here and there.  Taven raised his helmet and tried to weigh his options.  But Mack acted before he had a chance to think.   
 
    “We come in peace,” Mack announced, drawing out his words as if these people were new to Commerce.  Taven knew that, if these people spoke at all, his auto-translate Gatekeeper ability would have kicked in by now. 
 
    A single figure stepped out from behind a bush.  As the man walked forward, Taven thought he was watching a veritable cave man.  The bearded man with long hair wore animal skins and carried a wooden club.  It was like something out of a natural history museum, and Taven wondered if these people were protohumans, set up by the Makers to test out the origins of humanity.  The sun was gone now, but as the man slowly trekked out of the woods, Taven noticed twin moons rising above the trees.  They were white like Earth’s moon but different sizes, and there was a third celestial body that was red, maybe a nearby planet.  The stars were stunningly beautiful, and it seemed beyond surreal to think that this world was about to be snuffed out.    
 
    The caveman stopped, put his free hand to his chest which was partly exposed to the cold, his fur clothes hanging over one shoulder, and said, “D’anuth.”   
 
    Mack turned back and gave a wild-eyed look that said can you believe that?  Mack copied the man’s gestures, saying, “Me Mack.  Me Friend.” 
 
    “Friend,” D’anuth repeated.  “D’anuth friend.”  Then D’anuth turned to face the tree line and shouted triumphantly, “Friend.”   
 
    The rest of his gang stepped out of their hiding spots and cheered. 
 
    “They like us,” Mack said to Taven and Kenna.  “Ol’ Dan wants to be friends.” 
 
    “Don’t get cocky,” Taven said.  “We’re not here to make friends, remember.” 
 
      D’anuth waved his hands toward the tree line, and his people came running forward.  Men, women, and children dashed past D’anuth and surrounded Mack, Taven, and Kenna.  The began chanting, “Friend.  Friend.  Friend.”  All the while, they reached out hands and touched their new visitors. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Mack said.  “Easy with the friend stuff.”  Just then one of the kids jumped and tried to rub Mack’s head. 
 
    Taven, standing head and shoulders taller than everyone, took down his helmet.  Everyone around him gasped, then cheered in chorus as if it was a revelation, “Friend!” 
 
    “I do not enjoy this very much,” said Kenna who had her robe tucked tightly around herself, trying to keep hands from touching her skin. 
 
    Then D’anuth began speaking, and everyone stopped petting their guests and listened.   
 
    “D’anuth.  Mack.  Friend.”   
 
    Everyone cheered and drew silent again as if knowing there was more.  “Friend.  Gift,” D’anuth walked to a woman carrying a bag, also made of skin, and removed an object.  He carried it back to Mack with both hands, like it was fragile, precious. 
 
    “Gift,” he said once more as he handed it to Mack.   
 
    “What is it?” Taven asked.  “Sulfur?”  Even from this distance, he could smell the odor of rotten eggs, indicative of the mineral. 
 
    “Some kind of rock,” Mack answered.  “It’s black as coal and is split in two.”  He sniffed it.  “Potassium Nitrate on the inside.  Well I’ll be…”   
 
    “What?” Taven repeated.   
 
    “Naturally formed…” Mack trailed off again. 
 
    “Gunpowder?” Taven guessed. 
 
    “Yeah, Boss,” Mack said, his eyes dancing.  “If Meyer Corp finds out about this—” 
 
    “Careful, Mack.  Without proper analysis, there’s no way to know just how volatile that stuff is.  You saw the way that woman carried it.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Mack said before turning back to D’anuth.  “Mack.  Dan.  Friends.”  He drew out the last word, and Taven had to struggle not to roll his eyes.  The thing was, Mack had guessed right.  These people were primitive.  They spoke, but their language skills were crude and simple. 
 
    This time there were no cheers after Mack’s pronouncement.  Instead, D’anuth said, “Gift.” 
 
    “Yes.  Gift,” Mack repeated, raising the stone higher. 
 
    “He’s wanting to know if you like it,” Kenna suggested. 
 
    “Oh, right,” Mack said.  “Gift.  Good.”   
 
    Taven thought that would have done it, but the group was still, silent.  D’anuth appeared more agitated as he repeated, “Gift.  Gift.” 
 
    Mack looked back at Taven and shrugged his shoulders.  Just then, D’anuth grabbed for Mack’s blaster holstered on his hip.   
 
    “Hey, what the—” Mack struggled with D’anuth, holding the precarious stone with one hand and trying to keep his blaster holstered with the other.   
 
    Taven and Kenna moved forward to assist Mack, but before they reached him, D’anuth quit struggling.  He stepped back and turned around like he was trying to see the faces of all his people.  Then he shouted, “Mack.  No gift.  No friend.” 
 
    “No friend.  No friend.  No friend,” repeated their cries. 
 
    Mack fell back to Taven and Kenna’s position, saying, “I think they wanted to trade or something.” 
 
    “It’s too late now,” Taven said.  “You did the right thing.  Never trust a caveman with a blaster.” 
 
    He saw Mack smile, but it vanished instantly, the outcry around them unignorable.  Then, without warning the shouting ceased, and D’anuth and his people took off for the woods. 
 
    “Hey, where are they going?” Mack asked. 
 
    “Far from here, I hope,” Kenna replied. 
 
    “Back to their caves,” Taven suggested, “to get more clubs.”  Finally, with the danger gone and Taven’s words sufficiently absurd, Mack’s grin returned. 
 
    “Hey,” Taven added, “they’re not the only thing that’s gone.”   
 
    “You’re right,” Mack said, sticking his hands out palms-up.  “It stopped snowing.”  They both looked up at the now clear night sky, its stars and moons brilliantly shining. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s over,” Kenna said.   
 
    Taven saw the stern look on her face and watched as her hands began to glow blue.  “Take it easy,” he said.  “They’re like children, animals almost.  And they’re gone.” 
 
    “Uh, Boss.”  
 
    Taven turned to see the woods repopulated by arms, and legs.  They hadn’t left.  They were still there, still watching.  And Taven figured they were just curious, trying to figure out how to interact with the three of them.   
 
    But Taven was dead wrong.  And he knew it the instant he saw a single stone soar from the edge of the woods silently into the moonlit sky.  The attack had begun.      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 7 
 
    INSTANTLY, KENNA RESPONDED.   She raised her glowing hands to the sky and fired at the rock.  Her first energy blast missed, but the second hit the target right as it began to arc downward.   
 
    The thrown rock had surprised Taven, but the magnitude of its subsequent explosion shook him to his core. 
 
    “Run, I’ll hold them back,” Taven said.  He had the suit; they didn’t. 
 
    “Where?” Mack shouted right as a new stone appeared in the sky. 
 
    “The cliffs,” Kenna said, twisting as she ran so she could fire at the hurled stone.   
 
    She hit her target again, and Taven realized she had already earned her keep on this mission, twice over.  He raised his shoulder cannon, the one that Hewitt had taken from Gabe’s mech suit and reattached to his. 
 
    “This ought to get them running,” he said hopefully. 
 
    He targeted the edge of the field, ten yards or so away from where the people were.  He didn’t want to kill them, just scare them back.  His cannon ripped up the air, blaster fire delivered in a steady lateral stream.  The volley left a cloud of smoke, and black dirt kicked up from underneath the snow.   
 
    “That should do it,” he told himself. 
 
    Then, before the smoke cleared, he heard a guttural battle cry echo through the forest.  It ceased, and Taven saw movement.  He glanced up and watched the night sky grow even darker, filled by hundreds of stones flying toward him. 
 
    Taven ran backwards, a simple task for his suit to coordinate, and he targeted the rocks plummeting toward him.  He fired fast and wide, striking many of them.  And their explosions caused a chain reaction, filling the sky with fire.       
 
    Taven cleared the frozen creek, this time moving fast enough to escape its icy quicksand.  But as soon as he had, several stones that had passed through the fiery sky unscathed landed nearby.  Their explosions knocked Taven backwards.  If he hadn’t been wearing his suit, the flames licking all around him would have caused new scars or worse. 
 
    Taven rose to his feet, hoping his suit was all in one piece.  He gazed into the smoke cloud left from the savages’ volley and heard a faint rumble.  Then he spotted skin-wearing warriors burst through the fog.  They raised high their sticks and stones and renewed their battle cry as they rushed toward him.   
 
    At least they aren’t throwing grenades, he thought.  He turned, knowing he could outrun any unmechanized human, and looked for Kenna and Mack.  He didn’t know which way they’d gone, just that Kenna had mentioned the cliffs.  But that could be any number of rocky walls in this frozen canyon.  
 
    Just then he saw blast fire from upstream, the entrance to a rocky gorge.  “Blast it, Mack,” Taven mouthed.  Then he took off running, his freight train feet ramping up faster and faster, outpacing his assailants by an order of magnitude.  Reaching the gorge, Taven slammed on his brakes.   
 
    “You made it,” Mack said cheerfully. 
 
    “You didn’t have to give away your position,” Taven scolded.  “I could have led them on a wild goose chase and lost ‘em.  I would’ve come back and found you.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, Boss.  I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    It didn’t matter now, Taven knew.  They had to make the most of it.  He thought about creating a portal home for the three of them, but they’d come this far and still hadn’t gained any clues about what was happening to the grayed sims.  He wasn’t ready to give up just yet. 
 
    Mack raised his blaster and aimed toward the horde running up the river valley behind Taven.   
 
    “No,” Taven said, pushing his weapon down.   
 
    “Hey, they shot first.” 
 
    “I know, but … ”  Taven didn’t know why it mattered.  Weren’t they all going to die at any moment anyway?  When the tile grayed, presumably they all vanished too.  So what did the deaths of a bunch of savage ones and zeros matter, especially when it was going to happen eventually anyway? 
 
    “Let’s just buy some time,” Taven said.  “Up the gorge,” he instructed. 
 
    The three moved up the steep crag.  A smaller frozen tributary ran down it’s middle, and they had to grab onto stones not much larger than the ones that had been thrown at them as they climbed.  Taven’s suit now was his disadvantage, his weight and size causing rocks to shift under hand and foot as he traversed upward.  He heard his jets hiss.  Fuel was escaping without being ignited, because his suit couldn’t decide if he was walking or falling.    
 
    When they’d finally made it to the top, Taven said, “We’ll hole up here.” 
 
    “Uh, do you know what we’re standing on, Boss man?” 
 
    Taven wanted to slap Mack for asking a question with such an obvious answer.  They were on the top of a small mountain ridge, the gorge down below them.  But then, Taven realized there was more to his question than it first appeared.  Those rocky boulders they’d climbed overlooked just like those the wild people had thrown at them, except they were larger. 
 
    “Explosive?” 
 
    “Looks like it to me,” Mack confirmed. 
 
    “Blast it.  We’re sitting ducks,” Taven said, knowing one successfully tossed stone from the approaching group below would set off this entire mountain top. 
 
    “We gotta go,” Taven said, panicking. 
 
    “Go where?” Mack said, looking over the other side of the mountain that was perilously steep.  “We’re pinned in up here.” 
 
    Just then, Kenna, who had been silent the whole time, stepped part way down the gorge. 
 
    “Where’s she going?” Taven demanded. 
 
    Mack raised a hand.  “Wait.” 
 
    Kenna’s hands glowed blue, and Taven wanted to yell at her to stop, that she could set off the entire gorge if she wasn’t careful.  But then he wondered if she was planning to fight the villagers alone or sacrifice herself somehow. 
 
    Kenna raised her hands high and spread them apart before blasting the tops of each side of the gorge.  She bombarded the snow-covered tops, and for a moment, nothing happened.  But then Taven felt a rumble through his feet, and he thought the mountains were beginning to detonate.   
 
    Suddenly, huge sheets of ice slid down the mountain tops, not toward Kenna or the explosive stones in the river gorge, but over the tops of the cliffs facing the valley.  They landed hard on the ground below, smashing into each other like mighty ocean waves.   
 
    “She did it!” Taven exclaimed, observing the now impassable gorge.  But Mack said nothing.  Instead, he stared past Taven.   
 
    “What is it?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Boss, I think it’s starting.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 8 
 
    TAVEN SEARCHED HIS surroundings, his victorious joy gone in an instant at Mack’s mention of impending doom.  If the sim was starting to dissolve, Taven couldn’t tell.  Taven pointed toward the savages.  “You think they are doing it?” he asked incredulously.     
 
    Mack simply pointed upward.  “How many moons do you remember, Boss?” 
 
    Taven searched and found the red celestial body and one moon, but gone was its twin.  “How could … maybe it’s in orbit behind the other moon,” he offered. 
 
    “The stars, they are disappearing as well,” Kenna said, returning to their position.  Taven checked.  He still saw stars, but they didn’t seem quite so bright or as numerous as before. 
 
    “From that direction,” Kenna added.  Taven looked where she was pointing and noticed a black void, the strangest night sky he’d ever witnessed.  It was as if a giant had wiped the stars away with a cloth. 
 
    Then Taven noticed change.  The hole in the sky was growing, its perimeter consuming nearby stars. 
 
    Quickly, Taven switched his vision and searched for Gatekeeper signatures.  He panned the sky slowly, believing he might have only one chance to get this right. 
 
    “There,” he said, pointing. 
 
    “I see it too, Boss.” 
 
    Taven was surprised.  He expected the red Gatekeeper signature to be invisible to the rest.  He zoomed in and caught a familiar glimpse.  “Cat,” he whispered.   
 
    “Come and fight honorably!” shrieked Kenna before firing two ineffectual energy blasts into the sky. 
 
    Taven switched to regular vision and saw what Mack and Kenna were seeing.  There, hovering in this world’s upper atmosphere, was a spacecraft. 
 
    “Never seen nothin’ like that before,” Mack admitted. 
 
    Taven turned to Kenna, hoping she could contradict his friend.  When she didn’t, Taven agreed, “Me neither.” 
 
    “What’s it got?” Mack asked. 
 
    The circular horseshoe shaped craft had something at its fore, an orb almost as large as the craft itself. 
 
    “I don’t know, but that orb is darker than the sky behind it,” Taven declared. 
 
    “What if she sees us?” Mack asked.   
 
    “Let her come,” Kenna rallied again. 
 
    “She could use that slow-down thing you guys do,” Mack added.  “Then what?” 
 
    Mack was right, but Taven knew they had the element of surprise.  “She isn’t looking for us.  She thinks we’re dead, remember?” Taven answered.   
 
    Half the sky was now pitch black.  Gone were both moons, and Taven heard distant grumblings from D’anuth’s people down below.  He figured they, too, must be noticing the strangeness in the heavens. 
 
    “What happens when we leave?” Mack asked.  “Won’t she see us then?  Won’t she know it’s us and follow us back to Earth?” 
 
    Taven’s mind ran through the scenario.  There was a good chance she would notice the flash of their portal when they left.  “We don’t have much choice,” Taven said.  “And at this point, we’re no threat to her.  If she figures out it was us, what’s she going to do?  Our sim is already on her list.  And it’s not like before, not like with Gatekeepers at Meta who knew when someone jumped from one primary sim to another.  She’s blind to all that now.”  He said it with confidence, but he knew he was going out on a limb with that last bit, extrapolating what he hoped was true but couldn’t be certain of. 
 
    The circumference of stars shrank until only a small ring around Cat’s ship remained, and the world they were on became inhospitably dark.  D’anuth’s people down the mountain cried loudly in fear, and the ground began to shake. 
 
    “Time’s up,” Taven said as he created a portal back home.  “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 9 
 
    BACK AT THE Braun Orbiter, Taven sat in a conference room with Mack, Kenna, and Dr. Hewitt who acted as if he was hosting the gathering. 
 
    “General Stafford should be here any second,” Hewitt said for the umpteenth time.  They’d already been debriefed, spilling their collective guts about the apocalyptic nightmare they wished they could forget.  But they couldn’t.  Wishes don’t change the truth, grim or otherwise.  And the fact was they would soon be next, as helpless and impotent as D’anuth and his pack of cave people.  Unless they found a way out. 
 
    Taven was working on that.  He had been since the moment they’d arrived at headquarters.  At this point, he knew what Meyer Corp would ask them to do.  He also knew it would be a fool’s errand.   
 
    Taven stared blankly out the conference room’s observation window.  He could see the Unionist blockade, a long line of ships that used to be employed by Meyer Corp.  It was such a waste, he thought.  These ex-miners had no idea what they were doing, how futile their protesting was.      
 
    The conference room door burst open, and Taven felt his heart leap, his nerves on edge.  A guard standing next to the door handed General Stafford a file folder.  “Their briefing transcripts, sir.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Stafford said, waving off the papers.  “I’ve already been briefed.” 
 
    Taven wondered what that actually meant, whether the man truly knew what had happened or had heard just enough to make a knee-jerk decision and had spent the subsequent several minutes arguing with other Meyer Corp higherups about executing said plan.  
 
    Regardless, this had all become too big for a single corporate entity to handle.  The contagion in the Sim-Verse was an existential threat and should have been handled by world leaders.  But Taven knew that ship had left the bay.  As slow as the wheels of corporate leadership moved, Taven knew that global politicians would act ten times slower.  And time, relative as it was, was of utmost importance now. 
 
    “Based on your valuable reconnaissance,” Stafford said, sitting down at the table, “we’ve been able to develop a plan.  I wish I could say it was one with clearer objectives, with some type of obvious point of victory, but that’s not the reality of the situation.”   
 
    Taven thought he saw a flash of fear run across Stafford’s face before he turned to Hewitt, saying, “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Okay,” Hewitt started, “as you guys remember, there’s a block of grayed out sims in Meta’s library, but there was one book, one primary sim that was still viable.  We now know that Cat is behind all of this.  We also know that Earth, our sim, is on the frontier and soon to be terminated.” 
 
    “We don’t know the grayed-out sims are terminated,” Stafford interjected.  “All we know for certain is that they are inaccessible to us.” 
 
    “With all due respect, sir” Taven added quickly—he couldn’t believe he was using the tired military jargon—“how can we assume otherwise?  We three were there as the sky went black.  The sims are collapsing.” 
 
    “It’s still an unexplained phenomenon,” Stafford pushed back.  He glanced at Hewitt like he was demanding to be backed up. 
 
    “That’s true,” Hewitt pronounced carefully.  “Either way, our number is coming up soon.” 
 
    Taven exhaled loudly, frustrated by the politicking when their lives and the lives of everyone they knew were at stake.   
 
    “This sim,” Hewitt continued, slapping a piece of paper with a long, handwritten number on it, “is different from the others.” 
 
    “We can only assume it’s Cat’s world,” Stafford said, taking back over.  “Whatever she’s up to, we believe she’s saved this sim for herself.” 
 
    “So what?” Taven said.  “What are we going to do about it?” 
 
    Stafford swallowed, a crack in his tough-as-nails façade.  “We do more recon, and when the opportunity presents itself, we stop her.”  
 
    “We sent jumpers there and back.  The sim’s viable,” Hewitt said as if that somehow would put Taven at ease. 
 
    “We take the fight to her,” Kenna said.   
 
    Taven ignored her.  “What makes you,” he said to Stafford, “think we can stop her?” 
 
    “Mr. Smith, between your Gatekeeper abilities, the mechanized suit, and all of Meyer Corp’s resources behind you, I’m confident we can develop an actionable plan of attack.” 
 
    “Develop?  That means you don’t actually have a plan,” Taven said.  He couldn’t believe the words coming out of his mouth.  When he’d first met Stafford, the indomitable general had him shaking in his boots.  But something about seeing someone roll up the night sky like a scroll changed your perspective a bit, and Taven’s defiance was more about panic and self-preservation than insubordination. 
 
    “We have a plan, Mr.  Smith.  And you and your team will enact it when we’re finished here.” 
 
    “But she’ll see us there,” Taven said, sounding scared. 
 
    Stafford spoke slowly, shaking his head.  “Cat didn’t see you this last time.” 
 
    “That’s because we didn’t give her a reason to look.  If we start nosing around, causing problems—or if we confront her directly, she’s going to notice.” 
 
    “No one’s ordering you to confront her—” 
 
    “And if she sees us,” Taven interrupted, “she’s going to slow down the sim and—”  
 
    “Check.  Mate,” Mack pronounced. 
 
    “I’m not ready to face her,” Taven continued.  Kenna made a ticking sound with her tongue and the roof of her mouth, and though Taven had never heard that expression before, he instantly interpreted it to represent her disdain at his lack of courage.  “Look,” he pleaded, “I don’t have the same abilities as she does.” 
 
    “You have her code,” Hewitt said.  “Technically, you do have her abilities.” 
 
    “But I don’t know how to use them all.” 
 
    “That’s quite enough,” Stafford barked, his deep voice’s resonance enough to put Taven back in line.  “You are to embark from here presently and conduct reconnaissance on Cat’s simulation.  If you discover an opportunity to stop her, take it.  Otherwise, report back as soon as the situation is assessed.  Is that clear?” 
 
    Everyone besides Taven answered in the affirmative.  “Are we in agreement, Mr. Smith?” Stafford asked again. 
 
    Taven didn’t like it.  The plan was weak, and he knew what he needed to do.  But he wasn’t going to get permission.  Even if he could gain it, there was no time to argue for it.  Taven started to answer with a sarcastic tone but stopped short when he locked eyes with the general.   
 
    “Yes, sir,” Taven lied. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 10 
 
    “READY, BOSS?” MACK asked as Taven, mech suit fully donned, approached him in the hangar bay. 
 
    Taven didn’t answer right away, waiting instead until he was close enough to Mack to whisper.  With his helmet down, he said, “I’m not coming with you.” 
 
    “You’re not—” 
 
    If Taven didn’t have oversized robotic hands, he would have covered Mack’s loud mouth.  “Shush,” Taven said.  “Not so loud.  Will ya?”   
 
    Mack, the scolded dog, recoiled, then said softly, “What do you mean, Boss?” 
 
    “I’m not coming.  Or at least, I’m not coming with you now.  I tried to tell Stafford.  There’s no way I can face Cat, not yet.” 
 
    “We’re not gonna do any better without you.” 
 
    “Maybe you won’t have to,” Taven said. 
 
    Mack gave a puzzled expression, and Taven knew his buddy had no clue where he was going or why. 
 
    “I’ve got to unlock the rest of my abilities before I face her.  Otherwise we don’t have a chance.” 
 
    Mack seemed to comprehend but said, “We don’t exactly have many options, do we?  Time’s a tickin’.”   
 
    “Mack, there’s only one who can teach me.” 
 
    Mack strained like he was pulling out deeply mired memories.  “Eleazar?” he finally said.  “But Boss, Cat said—” 
 
    “I know what Cat said.  But she said a lot of things, many of them untrue.  And like you said, we’re running out of time here.  But Eleazar’s worlds are all sub sims.  Which means—” 
 
    “You can go and come back before Cat destroys our sim.” 
 
    “Right,” Taven cringed.  The plan had seemed logical in his head, but now that it had been said out loud, it seemed foolish.  But there was no way he could stop Cat with his current abilities.  Whatever the odds, Taven knew that finding Eleazar was their only chance. 
 
    The hangar bay buzzed with renewed life as techs rolled in newly serviced jumpers, prepping for Stafford’s mission. 
 
    “Look,” Taven said, looking in both directions, “don’t leave without me.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Boss. He’s probably—” 
 
    “Just stall or something.  I’ll be back.  I promise.” 
 
    Before Mack could say anything more, Taven pulled up his helmet and stepped aside.  He moved quickly to stave off doubt.  The shining disk he created lit up the bay.  Taven looked at Mack once more, hoping it wouldn’t be for the last time.  Then he leaped forward, disappearing through the portal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    TAVEN FELT LIKE a dummy for jumping here to this country road where he, Cat, and Iris had walked into the Ghost City.  He should have thought of the index building, his true destination, when he’d made the portal.  This primary sim ran at a speed similar to Earth’s which meant the clock was still running down fast.  He pushed his mech suit harder, not even slowing down when he’d made it into the city itself.  His surroundings were a blur, and he was glad there was no street traffic in this deserted sim.   
 
    Since Meyer Corp had started surveying the Sim-Verse, there had been many expeditions into the Ghost City index.  Its many sub sims were obvious domains to explore.  But there had always been a snag:  The Seekers, Eleazar’s militant forces, actively campaigned to conquer all the other sub sims.  Though they only controlled a minority of the index, their campaigns were ongoing, and their advance, slow as it was, was steady and sure.  Ultimately, Meyer Corp had decided the cost of developing trade relations within the Ghost City index was too costly.  Wars were expensive, and they weren’t willing to fight over a few sub sims when there was a vast Sim-Verse full of profitable sims elsewhere.     
 
    Taven heard a metallic screech from underfoot as he threw on his brakes.  He’d arrived at the main complex.  He took down his helmet and examined the place.  There was the same revolving door he remembered following Cat through, but this time he was concerned about getting his tank-for-skin suit through it.  He could, of course, just bust a hole through the wall, but that didn’t seem wise. 
 
    He stooped down, scrunching into the doorway, and creeped forward.  Once inside the dark room, Taven stood upright and gasped for air, only then realizing he’d been holding his breath. 
 
    “Now for the fun part,” Taven complained, knowing he had to select a sub sim to visit from the many thousands on the wall. 
 
    He moved to the lift vehicle that Cat had used to navigate the room.  As soon as he’d stepped onto it, the vehicle automatically raised its hidden fourth rail behind him.  The first time he’d been in it, he’d felt like a trapped animal.  But this time, his oversized suit made the iron bars on each side of him appear flimsy.  He just hoped this thing could support his weight.   
 
    “How’d she do this?” he asked, examining the simple looking control box which consisted of little more than a couple of unmarked buttons and a movable  stick.  “Here goes nothin’.”   
 
    He punched the first button, but nothing happened.  “Maybe that’s the off button,” he guessed.  When he touched the second, he felt the vehicle lift a couple of inches off the ground.   
 
    Gently, he gripped the control stick with a single metal finger and thumb, fearing he would snap it off by accident.  Immediately, the lift moved forward, back, right, and left at his command.  “Okay.  How about up and down?” he asked. 
 
    Apparently, an automated computer system that read his mind or answered verbal commands was too much to ask for.  This place could contain thousands of sub sim worlds but couldn’t afford a simple help program, he thought.  Then Taven realized he’d missed something simple and obvious.  On top of the toggle stick was a black button, the same inconspicuous color as the stick.   
 
    “Aha,” he said.  Then he gingerly tapped the button.  Instantly, the lift rose through the cavernous room faster and faster toward the ceiling. 
 
    “Where are the brakes on this thing?” Taven said, starting to panic.  Then he tapped the stick again and the lift came to an abrupt stop.  He tapped it once more, and the lift started to rise.  He stopped it yet again with another tap.   
 
    “Okay,” he said, glancing over the side down to what seemed like an endless abyss below.  “Maybe…”  He tapped the button twice, hoping it would descend, but it didn’t.  It just started and stopped all at once.  Then he eyed the button on the console, the one he’d tried first that hadn’t seemed to do anything.  He feared the lift would simply turn off, and he’d fall to his death.  He had jets to soften his landings, but those were for two-story jumps, not for diving off buildings.  He agonized for another moment.  Then he cursed himself for his cowardice and punched the button.   
 
    Sure enough, the lift began to fall until he tapped the toggle stick’s top button and stopped it.  “So that one’s up, and that one’s down,” he said, looking at the two console buttons.  Then he eyed the wall that was nearby.  It was out of reach and almost out of sight.  He moved the lift toward it, and once he came close to it, the wall came to life. 
 
    Numbers.  Long series of numbers.  Each represented a different little world.  Between being here, Meta’s library, and the list of sims back at the Braun Orbiter, he’d started to become callused to the reality that so many worlds, so many souls—if there could still be such a thing in a simulated universe—were represented by these frequencies. 
 
    He had a new idea, and it froze him there.  Until this moment, he’d believed he was enacting the only plan with a chance to succeed.  Stafford’s plan was a suicide mission if he couldn’t gain the rest of his Gatekeeper abilities.  So here he was. 
 
    But maybe this wasn’t the right way forward.  Instead of a risky attempt at saving Earth, perhaps he should just take Amy and Evelynn—heck, Mack could come too—and escape to one of these sub sims.  He wouldn’t have to pick just one.  They could go from one sim to another whenever they liked.     
 
    The obvious problem was, even if he somehow convinced Amy to leave everything behind on Earth, Cat would eventually still come to the Ghost City, a primary sim, and shut it down.  But before that happened, Taven thought wishfully, they could live multiple lifetimes in these sub sims.  They were from a primary sim, and time didn’t affect them the same way inside these faster running sub simulations.  Wasn’t that worth something?  It was a better deal than most people got.   
 
    The question was, could they forget their past enough to enjoy their new lives?  Could they forget their inevitable future?  They would, Taven thought.  People had done it repeatedly down through time, fleeing wars or persecution for a new start, a new life in a far country.  Entire continents had been settled by such people. 
 
    But then Taven imagined Amy’s response.  She’d say he should have tried, that if he had known what was right and didn’t do it, then he’d done wrong.  She’d blame him, he decided.  And he’d blame himself too if he just handed Cat their world without a fight.  And besides, hiding away in a sub sim for centuries was Cat’s M.O.  And he knew where that had gotten her, what she’d turned into by the time he’d found her inside the Hudson Construct. 
 
    “If I can’t find a way,” he bargained with himself, “I’ll jump here with my family.  I’ll get them out before it’s too late.” 
 
    His backup plan settled, Taven moved forward, searching the tiles on the wall.  They all looked the same, and he couldn’t tell if they were occupied by Seekers or not.  He remembered Cat telling him that, unlike the grayed-out sims in Meta’s library, he could touch these but that he just wouldn’t want to, whatever that meant. 
 
    He moved his lift left, and the wall of tiles began to blur.  He let go of the stick, stopping the lift.  “There,” he said, noticing the change in the tiles.  These were different, brighter, and he knew he’d shifted into unoccupied territory.   
 
    Taven moved the lift back right, gently tilting the stick so it traveled more slowly.  Then he found it, the frontier, the dividing line between Seeker and free subs.  He watched with grim satisfaction as one of the tiles blinked gray before turning solid, and he knew this was a newly conquered sim.   
 
    Ultimately, he wasn’t looking for Seekers.  He needed to find Eleazar.  But he had no clue which sub sim he was in.  Cat had suggested that he was trapped wherever he was, and from the looks of this index, finding him would be like pulling a needle from a haystack. 
 
    Taven pulled up his helmet, and raised his right arm, metallic finger extended, toward one of the Seeker tiles several columns to the right.  He needed a world that was fully entrenched by the Seekers.  He just hoped the enemy of his enemy truly was his ally.   
 
    Before he could touch it, the tile glowed for a second, and Taven watched as the dark room’s scarce light disappeared completely.     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    ELECTRIC LIGHTS GREETED Mack when he came to, and for a moment he thought he was back in bed and starlight was shining through his window.  But his delusions vanished when he saw his destination frequency backlit across his jumper’s minimalist front console.  He’d arrived, apparently.  He wasn’t so sure that was a good thing. 
 
    Mack gripped the blaster pistol sitting on his lap and touched the door release switch with his other hand.  A sliver of light shone through the initial crack in the scissor hinged door before it swung open wide, flooding the inside of his jumper with white light.   
 
    Mack squinted as he stepped out.  Covering his eyes with one hand and holstering his pistol with the other, he scanned his surroundings.  “Blast it all,” he whispered, amazed by the scene.  It wasn’t daylight that had shone in on him, it was the city lights themselves, so bright the stars in the night sky above refused to shine.   
 
    This sim was hyper-urban, nothing but streets and skyscrapers.  And the colossal buildings were alive, their sides wrapped in vid-screens.  Mack watched the hundreds of foreign images competing for his attention and felt the pupils in his eyes tighten from the light’s intensity.   
 
    Something Mack assumed was a motorized vehicle whipped past him in a blur, and he had the sudden fear that they’d landed in the middle of a street.  He turned around, trying to catch a better glimpse of the fast-moving vehicle, but it was gone in a split second, whatever it was. 
 
    The three other jumpers were now in sight, their doors opening.  “We should become less visible,” Kenna said as soon as she stepped out.  She pulled her hood over her bald head and stepped to one side of the jumpers.   
 
    “I’d agree with her, sir,” said a Meyer Corp grunt whose name Mack hadn’t taken the time to learn.  He was young and looked like a typical green astro-miner, except Mack knew he was anything but.  Meyer Corp had done its best to flush out most of the Unionists from the work force now that mining the Belt was only a ruse.   
 
    The second grunt piled in behind the first.  She had short red hair that reminded Mack of Iris, and she looked scared, nervous.   
 
    “Right, let’s get a move on,” Mack said, spinning around to face the tall city buildings.  He struggled to maintain his focus.  Filled with foreign images, the gargantuan vid-screens were instantly mesmerizing.   
 
    “So much for not getting noticed,” Mack said, seeing a small group of bystanders that had collected on the nearby sidewalk.  “Come on,” he told his team.  “There’s no use in having bad manners.” 
 
    Mack strolled over to the dozen or so who were quietly observing them.  “Howdy folks,” he said gregariously. 
 
    “Greetings,” said a teenage girl enthusiastically.  She and all the others wore curious looking headsets.  
 
    “We’re kind of new around these parts,” Mack said, laying it on thick.  “Might you be so kind as to help us get our bearings?” 
 
    “Where are you going?” asked a tall thin man in the back.  His voice was unthreatening but not as warm as the girl’s.   
 
    Mack hesitated, stumped by the question, and Kenna stepped forward, her cloak pulled tightly around her face.  “We are in search of accommodations, temporary housing, and sustenance,” she said. 
 
    The group was silent, and Mack said, “What my friend’s trying to say is we’re looking for a place to stay and something to eat.  What’s fun to do around here, anyway?” he asked. 
 
    A chuckle spread through the crowd.  “You really aren’t from around here, are you?” asked someone from Mack’s right.  He turned and noticed more people approaching them from every direction.  These folks were nice enough, he figured, but he didn’t like being surrounded. 
 
    “That’s right,” Mack said, trying to keep the tone casual.  “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you where we live.  Let’s just say, it’s many days journey.” 
 
    “Another sim?” asked a bystander.  
 
    “You know of such things?” Kenna asked. 
 
    “Of course,” someone else answered.   
 
    Mack heard other footsteps behind him.  He didn’t look back, but he didn’t like how fast this group was growing.  “I mean,” he said, pointing up at the building’s advertisement, “that looks fun.  How do we get into some of that?”   
 
    The wall screen showed people wearing the same headgear these bystanders did doing superhuman feats, impossible physical acts across what Mack guessed was an obstacle course. 
 
    There was more quiet laughter from the crowd.  “You have to be plugged in,” someone said.   
 
    “And you have to finish your day’s work,” said another. 
 
    Mack didn’t understand what they were talking about, and he feared the more questions he asked the more gawking bystanders they would attract.  He tried cutting to the chase.  “We’re looking for someone named Cat,” he said.  “Have you heard of her?”  
 
    As if he’d sounded a call to prayer, instantly all the surrounding people dropped to one knee, lowering their heads in reverence.   
 
    “What’s this all about?” Mack said, turning to Kenna. 
 
    She pointed upward.  “See for yourself.”  
 
    Mack looked and saw Cat’s face, her green eyes glowing, from every building’s vid-screens. 
 
    “Sir, I think we should get out of here,” the grunt with red hair said.   
 
    “Yeah, you might be right,” Mack muttered, still dumbfounded.   
 
    He started toward the jumpers, but the sound of sirens stopped him.  Mack spun around, searching for the sound, and saw flashing lights reflect off nearby buildings.  In all the sims he’d been in, there were certain universal signals, and this was one of them.  
 
    “It’s too late,” he said.  “The police are here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    “HELP!  HELP!” YELLED the boy.   
 
    Taven had tried to stop him, to assure the young teenager that he needn’t be afraid.  But it had been futile.  This kid, wearing clothes that looked borrowed from eighteenth century Europe, had just lost his marbles.  And there wasn’t a thing Taven could do to change that. 
 
    The boy’s voice cracked multiple times as he ran off, his incessant plea for help unending.  That was okay, Taven thought.  He wasn’t here to hide.  He was here to find Eleazar. 
 
    Standing on the dirt road, Taven heard bells ringing from the town where the kid had run.  No doubt it represented this community’s alarm system.  If there was a fire, the bells rang.  If someone got hurt, the bells rang.  If there was an intruder from another part of the Sim-Verse wearing a mechanized suit capable of leveling the town in a matter of seconds … 
 
    Taven had his helmet down, and it felt good to feel the warm sunshine on his face.  He guessed it was early autumn here in this temperate zone.  Under sparse trees to Taven’s right lay wrought iron farm implements: a primitive plow and something Taven guessed was a grass cutting machine meant to be pulled behind a draft animal.    
 
    And on his left was a wooden split rail fence.  Beyond it lay rolling fields tucked under the backdrop of snow tipped mountains.  There were tall grasses that he guessed were a late season grain crop, and in a separate paddock was short grass and manure from unseen livestock.   
 
    The city bells subsided, but Taven heard a new noise take its place.  An angry looking mob of townspeople swarmed his way, murmuring and chanting as they came.  He couldn’t decide if their verbiage was from nervous spillover or if they were actively trying to build up their collective courage to face Taven. 
 
    “Better safe than sorry,” he said before raising his helmet.  But that was the extent of his preparations; he didn’t reposition himself or raise a weapon.  As the people grew closer, he saw they had little more than simple hand tools with which to fight: sickles, broad axes, and the like.  Deadly as those weapons could ordinarily be, they couldn’t make a dent in Taven’s armor. 
 
    Then when they were in rock hurling distance, the crowd slowed, and Taven saw two Seeker soldiers come to the front of the group.  They wore their typical helmets with plain blue-gray uniforms that didn’t look too out of place here in this relatively primitive world.   
 
    Taven couldn’t help but grin when he saw the Seekers’ hands shake as they raised their blasters.  “Halt there,” one of them demanded.   
 
    Taven raised his oversized hands like he was surrendering.  But the gesture made everyone flinch.   
 
    “I’m here to find Eleazar,” Taven said. 
 
    There was a pause and a hopeful glance shared between the two Seekers.  “The Great Father is not here,” the Seeker said.   
 
    “I wish to see him.  I need his help,” Taven said. 
 
    The two soldiers stared at each other, silently deliberating.  Then one tilted his head toward the town behind them, and the other Seeker took off running toward it. 
 
    “You must wait here,” the remaining soldier said. 
 
    “Sure thing,” Taven said, amused by their aggressive posture.  He knew it wouldn’t be funny to face them en masse, but one on one they were no match.   
 
    The rest of the townspeople shifted in and around Taven, surrounding him.  He thought at first that they were just curious and had become less afraid.  But the looks on their faces said otherwise, and it occurred to Taven they were enforcing the Seeker soldier’s decree.  They intended—using pitchforks and scythes—to restrain Taven.     
 
    He wondered what the Seekers had on these people.  He could understand being dominated by an overwhelming force, but he didn’t understand how the Seekers—at least in this sub sim—were able to win the hearts and minds of the conquered.  To Taven’s untrained eye, these people didn’t seem motivated merely by fear.  There was more behind their actions, reasons why they backed up their oppressors.   
 
    After a few tense minutes, there was a flash to Taven’s right, near where all the farm implements lay.  It was a jumper.   
 
    The people maintained their vigilance, continuing to point their makeshift weapons at Taven.  But all eyes were on the jumper as its door opened and a soldier stepped out.  Taven recognized him as the same Seeker who had run to town moments ago.   
 
    The soldier was no longer trembling and afraid.  Rather he radiated confidence as he raised his hands, palms up, and said, “Greetings from the Great Father.”   
 
    There were quiet gasps from the crowd.  Then the Seeker continued with a smile.  “He who was blind sees all, and this day is no exception, my friends.  The Great Father has been expecting our visitor and will receive him now.” 
 
    More sounds of relief broke out among the people, and Taven noticed them lower their weapons and turn completely to face the Seeker. 
 
    “We are on the path,” shouted the soldier.  “And we will climb … ” 
 
    “Together!” answered the people in chorus. 
 
    Taven thought their faces seemed to shine with genuine joy, not just relief.  Then, as if Taven no longer even existed, the townspeople disbanded.   
 
    He waited as they dispersed: some walking the dirt road toward town while others moved onto the fields. 
 
    “What wonderful news, friend,” the Seeker who had stayed behind to guard Taven said.  “I wish I were able to be in your position.”    
 
    Then the other soldier stepped closer to the jumper, and with an outstretched arm toward its open door said, “He will see you now.”  
 
    Taven puzzled over the scene for a moment before understanding.  He would have to travel in the jumper, leaving behind his mech suit.  He didn’t like the idea of parting with his second skin.  But he’d come too far to turn back now.  Reluctantly, Taven commanded his suit to step down, open, and release him.   
 
    The Seeker soldiers’ expressions changed to that of complete amazement as they realized the metal beast was operated by a mere man.     
 
    “It’s ready for you, sir,” one said as Taven stepped toward the jumper.  “You will be greeted on the other side.” 
 
    Taven eyed his suit as he climbed into the jumper.  He knew it wasn’t wise to leave it unattended.  But he told himself, no one but a Gatekeeper could use it, and he could always travel here, even without a jumper, and get it back.   
 
    He thanked them, which felt strange, like he’d betrayed loyalties.  Then the jumper door closed, leaving him to stare at the backlit numbers on the dashboard.  He tried to commit to memory his destination’s frequency as his world dissolved around him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 14 
 
    SHE HAD PICKED this world for several reasons.  It was unique in the Sim-Verse, having a dark side which never saw daylight.  And quite surprisingly, it was on this side that humans had developed their advanced civilization: Kairos—a hi-tech never sleeping city that sprawled out to occupy an entire continent.   
 
    This paradoxical scenario—a bright world wrought from darkness—was symbolic to Cat.  She believed she was doing the same thing but on an even greater scale.   
 
    The second reason she had chosen Kairos as her temporary home was because of its technology.  It was here, long ago, that she had realized a connection between the parley ability possessed by all Gatekeepers—that state of being that allowed them to slow down time maximally—and the Sim-Verse’s untapped possibilities.   
 
    Kairos had been flagged by Meta’s monitoring system for breaching Sim-Verse integrity.  Their scientists had been able to tap into electro-magnetic energy from proximate simulations, though they only had a dim understanding of what was happening and no real comprehension of the greater Sim-Verse itself.  They were after power.  Not power over others, but energy to fuel their bustling world.   
 
    But because of arbitrary rules set up by the Makers and enforced by Gatekeepers, the Kairosians were forced to pay for their unwitting transgressions. 
 
    And after a while, so was Cat.  She had spent time observing the Kairosians’ trans-simulation technology, its almost infinite potential.  And when she had tried to go against the edicts of Meta, she had been banished. 
 
    All that was in the past now.  Today, she ruled over this world and most of the Sim-Verse.  Partial restitution had been made for Meta’s transgressions, and soon it would be paid in full.  
 
    “Welcome back, Sovereign,” said a voice over the comm.   
 
    Cat had never heard this communications tech’s voice before.  She waited for more, but nothing came.  Cat’s patience gone, she pressed, “Is everything in order?” 
 
    “There has been an incident,” the tech answered, her voice quivering.   
 
    “Explain,” Cat said, glaring over at her first in command, Mikel, who stood at the ready to take over the ship’s helm.  He wore headgear that allowed him to tap into the comm feed as well as Kairos’s cyber grid.   
 
    “We’ve had visitors,” the tech said.  “But they’ve been detained, along with their vehicles.”  The command console chirped and a picture of four Seeker craft appeared on screen before Cat. 
 
    “That’s a second wave pattern,” Cat said.  “But how’d they find us this quickly?  And Eleazar couldn’t have gotten through our defenses.”   
 
    Cat was thinking out loud, trying to grasp all the implications.  But the nervous tech tried to answer.  “The visitors didn’t behave in a hostile manner,” the tech started. 
 
    “Silence,” Cat demanded.  She turned toward Mikel.  “Are we facing Kairos?”   
 
    “Yes, as you instructed,” he answered swiftly. 
 
    She turned back, facing forward, and switched to her Gatekeeper vision.  It took great concentration to scan such a vast area, but she knew she had to see for herself.  It was the only way to be sure of what she was up against. 
 
    After panning across all of the planet’s dark side, she exhaled in relief.  “At least Eleazar’s not with them.”  She was able to search for Gatekeeper signatures relatively quickly, their colorful hue standing out like a beacon against the purple-white background. 
 
    “Where are the prisoners?” Cat asked. 
 
    “Sector Fourteen, near the Navigation Annex,” answered the tech. 
 
    Cat turned again to Mikel.  “Bring it up on the main viewer.” 
 
    He moved forward quickly, an obedient subject that she’d trained well.  It was more efficient, Cat had decided, to learn how humans work and employ them instead of having to learn new tech again and again.  People were all the same, and she’d cracked their code long ago. 
 
    “Here you are,” Mikel said, pointing at the screen. 
 
    “Keep Sector Fourteen highlighted, but zoom out.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Mikel complied. 
 
    “Is this perspective accurate?” 
 
    Mikel looked confused.  “Is this not how you wanted it?” 
 
    Cat didn’t answer.  Using her Gatekeeper vision, she zoomed in on the annex building.  On either side of a long hallway were holding cells—that was the term she’d insisted on using rather than prison cells.  They’d become overflowing with dissidents, and she couldn’t tell which one held the new detainees.  So she examined each cell one by one. 
 
    “Ah, there’s one I recognize.”  She smiled.  “So you’re alive.  But where’s your friend?” 
 
    Standing next to her, Mikel asked, “Who?” 
 
    Cat turned in sudden anger and raised her hand to strike Mikel.  He winced, bracing himself for a blow that never came.  After a moment, he opened his eyes.   
 
    “I will ask the questions,” Cat said, lowering her hand.   
 
    “Yes, Sovereign,” Mikel said humbly. 
 
    Cat had found that if a subject was properly disciplined early on, it was rarely needed a second time.       
 
    “Mikel, dock the orb into the station and discharge it.” 
 
    Feebly, her second in command pressed his hand against his earpiece and said, “There have been some problems at the charging station.” 
 
    “What kind of problems?” she asked with disdain. 
 
    “It’s technical,” he said quickly.  “Something about field instability.  Our scientists have assured me they will solve the problem, but it will take—” He bit his lip.  “They want two days.” 
 
    Cat tensed, and she could see fear in Mikel’s face.  “They have two hours,” she said.  “Then, whether they can stabilize the containment field or not, they will live or die with the consequences.” 
 
    The second bowed slowly to Cat.  Then he turned to head toward the docking bay where a shuttle waited for him to descend to Kairos’s surface along with the orb. 
 
    “Mikel,” Cat said, stopping him.   
 
    “Yes, Sovereign?” 
 
    “Interrogate the new detainees.” 
 
    “I understand.”  
 
    “And don’t go too quickly.  You must take time if you want to get it all out of them.  And when you’re finished … ”  She paused, making sure he was listening.  “Kill them.”   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 15 
 
    TAVEN STOPPED, REALIZING his armed escorts were no longer beside him.  He turned around and saw them standing there, some five paces or so behind him at the palace gate.  One of them gave a nod that told him to keep going.   
 
    Taven turned back and faced Eleazar’s estate, something pulled from Louis the XIV’s playbook.  He gazed upward at the tall tower rising from the palace’s center and wondered if Eleazar was up there somewhere watching him now.   
 
    The pea gravel under his feet crunched as he approached the massive arching front door.  Even after he’d ascended the half dozen stone steps, this entrance looked oversized, and he wondered if it had been designed this way to allow a Gatekeeper wearing a mech suit to pass through it. 
 
    He started to reach for the iron hoop knocker with its visible patina of rust, but before he could touch it, one half of the dark blonde wooden door opened.  This surprise was accompanied by a loud creak that made Taven recoil.  But then an unthreatening looking young man appeared, standing about a foot shorter than Taven.  He wore clothes too fine to be those of a peasant but too plain to be those of an aristocrat.   
 
    “Welcome,” the young man with cropped hair said, bowing to Taven.  Taven considered bowing in return, but he was unsure what was appropriate.  The uncomfortable moment passed quickly, and the servant who didn’t look older than twenty began making introductions. 
 
    “My name is Isham,” he said.  “The Great Father is pleased you have come.  This is the first time one with your abilities has graced us with his presence.” 
 
    Questions surfaced in Taven’s mind like, how did Isham know he was about to knock?  But Taven’s sense of manners overcame his curiosity.  “I’m Taven Smith,” he said, extending his hand in friendship. 
 
    Isham looked at Taven’s hand with a puzzled expression.  “Ah, yes,” he said, smiling as he understood.  He took Taven’s hand but didn’t know to shake it.  “Please come in,” Isham added. 
 
    Taven stepped into the palace, and Isham shut the door behind them.  It made a loud clank, followed by the sound of a large oaken beam being dropped into place, this world’s version of a deadbolt lock. 
 
    It took a few seconds for Taven’s eyes to adjust to the darker interior, but soon the warm light from the wall of windows, dimly translucent as they were, illuminated the room.  It was a regal greeting room, Taven decided, the kind of layout ideal for receiving newly arriving guests at a party.  Today, however, the fireplace with its cast-iron open kettle was unlit, and the hall’s many chairs and divans were empty. 
 
    “Follow me,” Isham instructed, stepping carefully on the slice of wooden floors separating the tapestry of rugs that covered most of the room.  They reached an open door which led to a long hallway.  They descended slowly, one step down for every three paces forward.  The hallway curved slowly to the right, and Taven realized it must be the base of the tall tower he’d seen from outside.  There were closed doors in the walls at each new landing, and Taven wondered where they all could lead.   
 
    The stale, damp air and its accompanying chill made it clear their destination was truly subterranean.  Taven couldn’t keep irrational fears from rising: that he was being led into a trap, that Eleazar wasn’t there at all, and that he would soon be thrown into a dungeon. 
 
    Isham’s demeanor didn’t help matters.  The young man, whom Taven thought had seemed nervous from the beginning, now appeared even more apprehensive.  Each step he took seemed to require willful effort.   
 
    The hallway was silent except for their soft clopping footsteps, which, step by step, was associated with increasing darkness.  The light from the windows upstairs was gone now, and the candles mounted on the walls at each landing were all that lit their way.  Isham stopped and took a candelabra off a ledge in the wall.  It had three candles on it, and Taven understood immediately that the candelabra had been intentionally placed there.   
 
    “There are a few things you need to know before meeting Eleazar,” Isham said, resuming their downward path.  His voice was different now—grave, somber.  And Taven noticed Isham place one hand against the brick wall as if the candlelight weren’t enough for him to see by.   
 
    “First,” Isham continued, “never stand above him.  If he descends from his throne, you must kneel.” 
 
    “His throne?” Taven repeated. 
 
    Isham didn’t stop to explain but continued his warnings.  “Kneeling would be good even if he does stay seated.  And only speak after being spoken to.” 
 
    They came to what looked like a final landing, and Taven spotted a door at the hallway’s end.  Isham stopped, turned around, and faced Taven.  With eyes shut, he said, “Whatever you do, don’t cross him.”   
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 16 
 
    ISHAM PULLED ON the circular iron ring, one just like the knocker on the palace’s front door.  The dark, old looking wooden door creaked loudly like it hadn’t opened in a hundred years.  Then, much to Taven’s surprise, warm light shone from inside the room, and Isham gestured with a head nod for Taven to enter first. 
 
    Slowly, Taven stepped forward.  He was vaguely aware of the walls covered by tapestry—it reminded him of Cat’s throne room inside the Hudson Construct—and he wished he could examine the pictures and stories more carefully.  But his full attention was on the man before him. 
 
    At the end of a purple carpet rolled to the top of a half-dozen steps was a large golden chair.  Sitting on it was a man who looked like he was in his sixties or early seventies.  All this was a sight, to be sure, but what surprised Taven most was what was on Eleazar’s face: a black ribbon tied around his eyes like a blindfold. 
 
    Eleazar stood and with a smile on his face quickly stepped down from his throne.  Taven winced at the man’s audacious move, the steps beneath his feet threatening to make him fall.  But apparently the old man knew this room well. 
 
    “Welcome, new friend,” Eleazar said with what appeared to be sincere warmth.  As Eleazar reached the main floor, Taven heard Isham behind him belt, “He who was blind sees all.” 
 
    Taven turned to see Isham with one knee on the floor, and Taven started to follow suit.  But Eleazar reached him before he was all the way down.  “None of that,” he said, grabbing Taven’s shoulders and pulling him back upright.  “They persist with these silly traditions, but you mustn’t join them.” 
 
    Taven now was a couple of inches taller than the old man who continued to look upon him, as it were, through his blindfold, a gentle smile remaining on his face. 
 
    “I’m sure you have many questions,” Eleazar started. 
 
    Taven did, including how he knew he was about to kneel if he couldn’t see.  But civility overrode honesty, and Taven said, “I’m grateful you met with me.” 
 
    “Are you serious?  Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve had someone from the outside come here?  They took more than my eyes when I was banished.” 
 
    At that, the man turned to one side, and Taven believed he was recalling his long and sordid past.  Taven possessed the Gatekeeper code, but he was a relative newcomer, never having experienced life inside Meta the way Cat and Eleazar had.  And though they were both outsiders, banished as Eleazar had put it, Taven knew they’d each lived many lifetimes, eons probably, and he couldn’t imagine how that much time weighed on one’s mind. 
 
    “Well, I guess you are probably wondering why I came here,” Taven said. 
 
    Eleazar turned back part way to acknowledge Taven.  “Oh, I think I have an idea.”   He then raised one hand midway up his torso, and Taven saw movement in the far corner.  It was another chair, similar in size to Eleazar’s throne but less adorned.  The chair moved through the air like a flying carpet, following the subtle gestures of Eleazar’s hand.  The old man twisted at the waist, rotating to move the chair up onto his throne.  He gently placed it next to his own chair, and then with two hands, simultaneously repositioned both chairs so that they faced each other. 
 
    “Please,” he said, placing one hand on the small of Taven’s back and holding his other outstretched hand toward the throne.   
 
    Taven started toward the throne, honoring Eleazar’s wishes.  But he couldn’t get Isham’s warnings out of his head.  Why all that? he thought.  None of the warnings seemed to apply now.  Maybe his Gatekeeper code changed things. 
 
    As they climbed the steps, Taven heard Eleazar snap his fingers before saying, “Something red, Isham.  You know what I like.  Maybe from a new world.” 
 
    “Right away,” the young man said before disappearing through a hidden door behind one of the tapestries on the wall. 
 
    “You were saying?” Eleazar asked, sitting down and facing Taven. 
 
    “Yes, well.  I’m Taven Smith, and I came here because I need your help.” 
 
    At the last word, Eleazar’s whole demeaner shifted to one of intense concern.  He reached forward and touched Taven’s knee.  “Tell me, boy.  What is it?” 
 
    Taven felt a little odd, but he told himself just to keep going.  He was already in the thick of things.  “I’m not from Meta,” Taven continued.  “A Gatekeeper named Cat overwrote her code onto me.” 
 
    Eleazar’s posture relaxed, though he wasn’t smiling.  “Tell me something I don’t know, young man.  
 
    “You can tell?” 
 
    “Meta may have taken some of my powers, ruined some of my natural abilities,” he said, pointing to his blindfold, “but fortunately, my Gatekeeper vision is still firmly intact.  They told me you were a man, but when you arrived in this sim, I believed they were mistaken.  I thought Cat herself had come.  But here you are.” 
 
    Taven realized now that Eleazar could read his code, and quickly Taven switched to his Gatekeeper vision and scanned Eleazar.  The old man’s signature looked more aflame, vibrant, powerful than any Gatekeeper Taven had ever seen. 
 
    After a moment, Taven answered, “I’m not Cat, but she is the reason I’m here.” 
 
    “Oh, do give her my best,” Eleazar said.  “It has been too long.”  He turned his head to the side again as if he was reminiscing, mulling over past centuries. 
 
    Taven felt alarmed, afraid that Eleazar was one of Cat’s allies.  “I don’t work with Cat,” Taven said, pushing through his fear.  “She has threatened to destroy my primary sim, along with many others.  She’ll take over the entire Sim-Verse, including the Ghost City index and all of its sub sims, if we can’t stop her.” 
 
    Eleazar sat back in his chair, a bemused expression now on his face.  “You don’t need my help, Taven.  Meta won’t let her do this.  I don’t know when she made you a Gatekeeper, or how much you know about these things, but there are safeguards against exactly this kind—” 
 
    “Meta’s no more,” Taven interrupted. 
 
    Gone in a flash was Eleazar’s easygoing disposition.  He sat frozen like someone slowed in one of Cat’s time dilations.  After the ice thawed, Eleazar said, “She did it?  She actually did it?” 
 
    Taven feared he’d said too much, that there must have been a good reason why Eleazar had been kept in the dark.  “Yes, I helped her destroy Meta.  But at the time I didn’t know what I was doing.  And now she has free reign.  She’s gone from one primary sim to the next, destroying them.  We don’t know how, and we don’t know why.” 
 
    “And your sim’s next?” he asked, an unpleasant half-smirk on his lips. 
 
    “Soon enough, yes.” 
 
    There was a long silence as Eleazar seemed to be digesting the news.  Then, from behind a tapestry, Isham appeared.  For a quick moment, Taven observed the mythical symbols on the tapestry—angelic characters on clouds, a blindfolded man in chains, and a glass dome sitting upon a green and blue disc.  Taven decided the woven artwork depicted the story of Eleazar’s banishment.   
 
    Isham carried two glasses of what looked like red wine.  He scurried along in a manner that made Taven nervous.  But this was apparently no new task for the young man who managed to race up the steps without spilling a drop.  He kneeled, surrendering the two glasses to Taven and Eleazar. 
 
    The old man took his glass and held it for a moment.  Then, like a connoisseur, he swirled its contents around and smelled it.  Isham, sensing some cue invisible to Taven, disappeared from their presence. 
 
    Taven wanted to press Eleazar further, but he feared being rude to his host, the one from whom he needed training and assistance.  He took his glass and did as the Romans did, swishing the blood colored fluid around and trying to appreciate the aroma, though his mind was entirely divided.   
 
    Eleazar clutched his glass, freezing for one more statuesque moment.  Then he turned it to his lips and swallowed all the wine in one long sip. 
 
    Taven watched in amazement and considered trying to copy his host.  But before he could, Eleazar stood upright, saying, “Isham, come immediately.” 
 
    The servant reappeared, and the old man turned to Taven and said, “We have much to discuss, but I’m afraid urgent business requires my immediate attention.  Isham shall be your host for the afternoon.  We will continue this over dinner.  Thank you for coming, Taven.  I hope you find your stay here most pleasant.” 
 
    Taven stood, realizing he was being sent away.  He wanted to push the old man, to tell him how much danger they were all in and that there was little time to waste.  But then he remembered that they were in a sub sim and that, hopefully, very little time had passed on Earth.  And he decided it was better not to rock the boat.    
 
    “Thank you,” Taven finally said, not knowing how to bow out gracefully.  The old man didn’t move, just held his rigid posture until Taven managed to step down awkwardly from the throne dais. 
 
    “This way, sir,” Isham whispered.  Taven followed the young man toward the hidden door he’d come through earlier.   
 
    But Taven stopped.  He was mesmerized—maybe terrified—by the scene depicted on the tapestry before him.  It was of an upward pointed fist, like the hand of God, smashing through the glass dome he’d seen earlier in a different picture.     
 
    Isham stuck his head back out from behind the tapestry and motioned for Taven to come.  Taven complied, and they disappeared together through the hidden door.        
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 17 
 
    MACK LISTENED TO the sound of what could have been a cowboy’s spurs clinking rhythmically down the hallway.  But it was the prison guard and the large hoop of keys worn on her belt next to a holstered blaster.  Mack had noticed, like clockwork, how she strummed the cell bars with the ring on her hand every ten paces. 
 
    She came closer to their cell, and Mack scurried back from the metal bars.  He crouched with his back up against the wall and pretended to be asleep. 
 
    After she had passed by and had strummed the bars of a couple more cells, Mack came back to life, saying, “You’d think they’d have something more high-tech than these metal bars.  I mean, they all wear that gear on their heads.”   
 
    “It’s part of the deprivation,” said a voice in the back of the cell.  Until now, the shadowy figure had been still, motionless on his bunk.  And Mack had decided it was best to leave well enough alone, let sleeping dogs and aliens lie.   
 
    “Thanks, partner,” Mack said in his best John Wayne voice.   
 
    “They want to remind us that we’re unplugged from the cyber grid,” the voice added.   
 
    Mack searched Kenna’s face, but she seemed uninterested in this stranger’s words.  Mack wondered how long this fellow had been locked up here.  He certainly had a conspiratorial tone, and Mack guessed he might be at the crack-up point. 
 
    Just then, Mack heard arguing from the cell across the hall from his.  It was the two grunts from his team. 
 
    He stepped forward and mashed his face against the prison bars.  “Now you two just hang on,” he ordered.  He could tell they were panicking. 
 
    “I knew I should have gone to art school,” said the young woman.  “Now I’ll never get to—” 
 
    “Stop talking like that,” said the other grunt.  “Meyer Corp will send someone to get us.  Don’t forget Taven.  He doesn’t even need a jumper” 
 
    Mack didn’t have the heart to tell them that things were worse than they realized.  Taven had ran off to another sim, and their primary sim was about to be zapped by Cat at any minute.   
 
    He turned his back on the two across the hall and slid down to the ground.  It was cold concrete, and it reminded him of when he’d been locked up in Meta.   
 
    “Why didn’t we fight?” Kenna asked, standing and gripping the bars. 
 
    “You were there.  We were outnumbered, Momma.” 
 
    “What is your point?” she replied. 
 
    “Okay, hot hands.  Some of us don’t have glow plugs for fingers,” Mack retorted.  “And besides, even if we’d been able to blast our way through their police—then what?  We’d be on the run, or we’d have to jump right back to headquarters, and we’d have learned nothing about this blasted place.  At least this way we can break out of here, nose around, and gather intel.”  
 
    “You all need an escape route?” the man in the bunk asked. 
 
    “No, Boss.  We’re good,” Mack said, trying to sound casual.  He gave Kenna a bug-eyed look that meant, this guy is a nutjob and we’d better watch ourselves.  Obviously, if their cellmate knew a way out, he wouldn’t be there, Mack thought. 
 
    Kenna seemed oblivious to Mack’s subtext.  “But now,” she continued, “because we allowed ourselves to be captured, we do not know where the jumpers are.” 
 
    “We’ll find them,” Mack assured her. 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “They would have impounded your vehicles in the Navigation Annex,” the man in the bunk said.  “When we break out, I’ll show you how to get there.” 
 
    Mack started to dismiss the guy but bit his tongue.  Crazy or not, this guy was a local and might prove useful when they really did bust out. 
 
    “I hope you are right,” Kenna said to Mack.  “And I hope he is right,” she added, “because I am sorry to say, Taven does not know this sim.  And he certainly does not know where we are in it.  Even if he comes for us, even if he does find us, there is no guarantee that your primary sim will still exist.” 
 
    She turned to the grunts in the other cell and shouted, “I think we are on our own now.” 
 
    A howl erupted from the other cell, the red headed woman becoming inconsolable.   
 
    “Now why’d you have to go and do that?” Mack asked. 
 
    “It is the truth,” she answered, as if that was all that ever mattered. 
 
    “You guys must be travelers,” the man behind them said.  He sat up, and Mack saw his long dark hair fall over his shoulders.  He pulled it back with one hand and said, “I’m surprised you didn’t run into trouble from … ” He raised his finger slowly upward and finished, “you-know-who when you exited your primary simulation.” 
 
    Mack and Kenna exchanged surprised glances.  “You, uh, know about that stuff?” Mack questioned. 
 
    “What?  That we live in a simulated universe?  Or that there are forces acting to stop us from moving from one reality to another?” the man asked. 
 
    “Well that will blast it all,” Mack exclaimed.  Then, like he’d found a long-lost friend, Mack stood and started to offer his hand to the man.  But before he could go further, a metallic clang from the hallway caught his attention. 
 
    Three men moved into the hall, slamming the metal door behind them.  The man in the middle was shorter than the other two who had blasters drawn.  The shorter man approached Mack’s cell.  He looked down as he spoke.  “My name is Mikel, and I’ve been assigned to extract information from you.”  Then his gaze met theirs.  “You two have a choice.  The first one who talks gets to live.” 
 
    “Not it!” Mack shouted immediately.  “Sorry, Kenna.  You can’t win ‘em all.”   
 
    Mikel scowled.  “You think this is a joke?”  Then he nodded toward the cell with the two grunts and said, “Do it.”  Unhesitatingly, the two guards fired upon the newbie grunts, killing them instantly. 
 
    “Why d’you have to do that?” Mack pleaded. 
 
    “Because you weren’t listening carefully,” said Mikel.  “Now, who wants to go first?” 
 
    “We are not telling you anything,” Kenna shouted.  “You wish to kill us whether we speak or not.” 
 
    Mikel shrugged his shoulders and exhaled.  “I guess you have a point.  But you will talk.  Everyone does, eventually.” 
 
    “We can’t talk if we’re dead,” Mack belted. 
 
    “So true,” Mikel smirked.  “But you know, death isn’t so bad.”  He leaned in closer to their cell and whispered, “When I’m through with you, you’ll be begging for it.”   
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 18 
 
    ISHAM LED TAVEN through a dizzying maze of dark tunnels.  Unlike the one he’d been down before, there were no candles on the walls of these tunnels.  Only Isham’s candelabra lit their way, and Taven couldn’t help but shudder at the thought of their single light source going out and having to grope through the dank, dark of a fallen Gatekeeper’s dungeon.    
 
    They turned a corner, and Taven spotted an inconspicuous door.  The only difference between this one and the dozens they’d already passed was that this door was at the tunnel’s dead-end.   
 
    “Ready?” Isham asked. 
 
    Before Taven could ask ready for what? Isham pushed open the door.  Bright sunshine burst into their tunnel, making the candelabra’s light so dim it looked like it wasn’t even lit.  Isham blew it out and placed it on a ledge on the wall before stepping out the door. 
 
    They climbed a handful of steep narrow steps with what looked like this sim’s version of rose bushes on either side.  The smell of fresh flowers and decaying mulch was a pleasant one, and Taven wondered how many servants Eleazar employed to maintain such an immaculate estate.  He also wondered why he hadn’t seen any other servants besides Isham. 
 
    When they’d reached the lawn, Taven turned and saw the tunnel’s shut door behind them.  “Isn’t that a bit precarious?” Taven asked.  “I don’t see a lock.  Anyone could sneak in.” 
 
    “That’s not a concern here,” Isham said simply.   
 
    Taven thought about why that would be.  He decided it was either because of the people’s fear of Eleazar or because of whatever cult-like religion the blind gatekeeper was spreading.   
 
    Isham led Taven out through the front gate and along the pea gravel road until it turned into dirt, the place where Taven imagined Eleazar’s estate officially ended and this province’s lands began.  Tall deciduous trees adorned the roadside, providing pleasant shade in this increasingly warm spring day.  On either side were fields, and Taven noticed workers there, using hand tools resembling the scythes of Europe that he’d seen in history books.  He watched them swing their blades through the tall grain grass that was golden brown.  The grass flung to one side, and the glint of their sharpened steel shone at the apex of their swings.   
 
    It reminded Taven of when Cat had taught him to use his Gatekeeper’s vision, when he’d first seen the flicker of an index tile.  Quickly, he searched his environment and found the glint that marked the tile back to the Ghost City index.  He wondered how it looked to Eleazar, if he was unable to use it because of Meta’s safeguards or if his apparent blindness meant he couldn’t see it at all. 
 
    A farmhand close to the road stopped to sharpen his scythe, and when he did, he noticed Isham and Taven walking.  Instantly, he dropped his cutting tool and went down on one knee.  “Blessings upon you,” he shouted. 
 
    “We labor as one,” Isham said in return. 
 
    “That’s, uh, nice,” Taven said after they’d walked a bit further.  He didn’t know what to say.  It was kind of weird, but what wasn’t around here?   
 
    “I haven’t spent much time in the parts of the Sim-Verse where you come from,” Isham said, “but from what Eleazar has told me, our sim, this world and those we govern, is quite different from your own.” 
 
    “You can say that again.” 
 
    “What do you think so far?” 
 
    Taven walked a few paces further before answering.  There were birds chirping in the tree branches that crossed overhead, and a warm gentle breeze blew, filling the air with the smell of fresh cut grass. 
 
    “I’ve seen a lot worse,” Taven said.  “If all goes well, if Eleazar can help me stop Cat, I wouldn’t mind visiting here again someday.”  Taven wondered if any of that was possible, and his own words jarred him, gave him a heavy feeling in the pit of his stomach.   
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” Isham said.  “And it will make the Great Father glad as well.” 
 
    Taven started to ask him about all the unusual jargon, the names Eleazar had taken or been given and the cult-like calls and responses that he had witnessed.  But before he did, the road took a turn, and Taven realized they were entering a small town. 
 
    “I thought you might like to see more of the people,” Isham said as they came closer. 
 
    Part of Taven wanted to protest and say that he wished he could get back to Eleazar and discuss the reason he’d come here. But he knew he was at their mercy, on their timeline.  Yes, time was relative.  This sub sim was hopefully running so fast almost no time had passed on Earth.  But he didn’t have forever.     
 
    Resolved to go for the tour, Taven admired the upcoming buildings.  They were arranged on either side of the road, which had started to widen, no doubt to accommodate traffic in the busier town center.  Taven saw soft puffs of smoke rising from a few of the slip-rock chimneys.  The sides of the buildings looked like they were composed of a mixture of timber framing and cob infilling.  The broad wooden beams were exposed but painted brown, and the infilling was covered with cream-white plaster.   
 
    Before they passed the first building, Taven heard a loud click clack sound from behind them.   
 
    “Better move to one side,” Isham said, gently tugging Taven’s arm.  Taven got off the road just in time to see a large gray four-legged beast run by, snorting as if it was a high-load transport vehicle honking its horn.  It pulled behind it a flatbed wagon, and Taven thought at once that it was running loose, escaped from its handler and would rampage into the townspeople.   
 
    But the look of admiration on Isham’s face told him he was wrong.  “What is that thing?” Taven asked. 
 
    “One of the boons of our enterprise,” Isham said.  “The Great Father brought this animal along with other innovations and discoveries from newly converted worlds.  It and blessings like it are one of the many reasons that unite us.” 
 
    “I think we call them steers,” Taven said sarcastically.  “Where I come from, we mostly just eat them.” 
 
    “Oh, they are good for sustenance, too,” Isham explained.  “But they are hard workers, and most importantly, they are teachable.  They quickly learn verbal commands and can remember long routes between towns and farms, reliably transporting goods or persons without tying up handlers.” 
 
    “They’re carrier pigeons that moo,” Taven said as they got back on the road, entering the town.  Isham was silent, and Taven knew his companion had no idea what he was talking about.  But Taven’s comparison to steers was apt, because he soon found the smelly watch-your-step evidence lying in the middle of the street. 
 
    Isham seemed to notice Taven’s sidestep to avoid the manure and said, “Yes, well.  I suppose everything comes at a cost.” 
 
    Townspeople hailed them as they approached the center square, each with a slightly different version of the greeting the farmhand had made earlier.  It was all coded language—a call and response—and a bended knee.  The attribution given to Isham that caught Taven’s attention most was that of “Our Father’s Eyes.”  It had been spoken repeatedly, and Taven was starting to think that Isham was more than just a blind sovereign’s assistant. 
 
    They reached the town square where the ox-like creature had stopped.  His cargo was now almost completely unloaded, people forming lines, carrying off supplies like a chain of ants.   
 
    At the center of the square was a rock-walled well, round and even older looking to Taven’s untrained eye than the other manmade structures.  He wondered if it predated Eleazar’s arrival and, then, exactly how long the former Gatekeeper had been here. 
 
    Isham started explaining another idiosyncratic feature of this world, the way that children lined up in rows as they walked, always in descending order from tallest to shortest.  There was some twisted bit of logic about how the strongest must face forward for the protection of the weak, though Taven thought the practice was obtuse.  But custom had its place in this world and in every other he’d visited.   
 
    Before Isham went further into the minutia, a flash of light shot out beside the rock-walled well.  Taven startled, his pleasant respite here apparently too short for his frayed nerves to have recovered.  It was a Seeker jumper, and he couldn’t help but reach for his missing blaster pistol on his hip holster. 
 
    Isham put a hand on his arm, calmly reassuring him.  Moments later a Seeker soldier stepped out of the vessel.  The townspeople gathered around him, giving him as much reverence and attention as they had given Isham when they’d first appeared. 
 
    “Greetings, beloved children,” the soldier said. 
 
    “We are one,” chanted the chorus.  
 
    “I bring good news,” the Seeker continued.  “A new province has received the truth with gladness.” 
 
    Cheers and hoorays erupted all about.  Taven watched the people’s faces.  As far as he could tell, their joy was genuine.  Some even appeared to be holding back tears. 
 
    “He who is blind,” the soldier started. 
 
    “Sees all!” shouted the crowd. 
 
    The Seeker soldier then spotted Isham, and immediately went down on one knee.  “Our Father’s Eyes, forgive me.  I did not see you there.” 
 
    “Rise, friend,” Isham said. 
 
    The two spoke for some time, stepping a few paces away from Taven.  It seemed like Isham didn’t want him to hear all the details, but Taven could still overhear bits and pieces.   
 
    There had been bloodshed in the Seeker conquest, and Taven felt conflicted.  This intel confirmed everything Cat had taught him about the Seekers and Eleazar—that they were hellbent on conquering every sim they could find and that they would kill and oppress anyone who got in their way.   
 
    But now, here, being around these people and after meeting Eleazar—as odd as he was—it was no longer possible to think of the Seekers as pure evil.  Most of them were living simple, peaceful lives, and he couldn’t understand their motives for conquest.  Maybe, he thought, they believed Eleazar was their god.  It would take less to convince most people: immortality, levitation, and knowledge of other worlds.  
 
    Suddenly, a bell rang out.  Taven looked for a church steeple or something similar that would have made sense on Earth.  But soon he realized the bell was sounding from within the nearby well.  He watched as someone pulled on the rope that he had thought was attached to a bucket.  The unseen bell continued to ring, producing the most consonant sonority Taven had ever heard.  It was deep, resonant, and loud.  But unlike the screeching machinery in space stations or mining rigs, this pronounced volume didn’t hurt his ears.  He even thought that the incessant high-pitched ringing in his ears was temporarily abated. 
 
    One of the townspeople slapped the ox-like creature on the rear and shouted a command.  Immediately, it took off, circling around the well before heading back down the same road it had come in on. 
 
    Then Taven watched as everyone—including the Seeker soldier—dispersed.  They all disappeared inside nearby buildings.   
 
    Isham turned to Taven and said.  “It’s midday.” 
 
    Taven squinted at the sky, confirming this world’s sun was where he expected it to be.  “So…what?  Is it lunch time?” 
 
    Isham suppressed a smile.  “I guess it’s not common where you come from.  Until today, I’ve only known people from provinces governed by the Great Father.”  He looked down for a second like he was formulating his words.  “Seekers—that’s one name we go by.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m familiar,” Taven said, stopping short of articulating their less than glowing reputation. 
 
    “We all observe the Darkening at this time of day.  It’s our way of remembering what the Great Father endured and how we, like him, can rise above it.” 
 
    Taven searched for an explanation for the term darkening.  “I don’t get it,” he said.  “It’s still as bright as ever out here.” 
 
    “That’s part of it,” Isham said.  “We have to voluntarily choose our darkness.  Unlike the Great Father, we can decide when we close our eyes, and we can open them together.  And as we do, we collectively are giving sight to the blind.  We are his eyes.  We remember the darkness, all its evil and suffering, and we celebrate our collective decision to push beyond it, to climb upward together.” 
 
    Taven was still unclear about what was happening.  All he had learned was that whatever they were doing, it had something to do with Eleazar’s blindness.  He was getting nervous, afraid that the religious ritual would involve something quite unpleasant.  But then Isham pointed across the way, outside the edge of the town’s outer strip of buildings, at a huge solitary deciduous tree. 
 
    “Let’s get in the shade,” he told Taven. 
 
    Taven followed Isham to the shade tree.  As they reached it, a warm breeze returned, and Taven felt a sense of calm come over him.  He still didn’t know what they were about to do, but somehow, he sensed it couldn’t be that bad.  Not if they were doing it out here, under these pleasant conditions. 
 
    “Enjoy your rest, new friend,” Isham said as he lay down against the curved root mass of the tree that looked to be centuries old.  Taven stood there, dismayed, and watched as Isham simply closed his eyes. 
 
    “You’re taking a nap?” Taven exclaimed more than asked. 
 
    Isham didn’t open his eyes when he answered, “Come here, next to me, and listen.” 
 
    Taven thought it odd, but there was an urgency in Isham’s voice that compelled him to comply. 
 
    “Listen carefully,” Isham began after Taven positioned himself on the ground.  “I may not get another chance to tell you this.  I am Eleazar’s Eyes.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.  I’ve heard people say that several times already.” 
 
    “But you don’t know what that means.  I’m literally his eyes.  I see for him.  When he found me, I was a young child.  He changed me, gave me some of the abilities he’d lost, and linked us together so that he could see through me.” 
 
    Taven gasped as everything fell into place in his mind.  “What about now?” 
 
    “He can’t see or hear anything with my eyes closed.  It’s as if I’m unconscious.  I’ve willfully blocked him, but he doesn’t know it, or at least I pray he doesn’t.  I hope he thinks I’m falling asleep like all the others observing the Darkening.” 
 
    Taven was confounded by competing questions, but he knew he needed to let the young man finish. 
 
    “As Eleazar’s Eyes, I know more about the nature of the Sim-Verse than anyone else here.  I know the truth about Eleazar.  Taven … ”  He turned his face toward Taven even though his eyes remained closed.  “Things will not end well for you here.  You should leave now while you still have the chance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 19 
 
    “OKAY, I’LL TELL you everything,” Mack said. 
 
    A smug look came over Mikel who stood outside the cell between his two armed guards.  “Alright, start talking.  And we’ll see how much your life is worth to you.” 
 
    Kenna made a grunting sound.  Then, standing to Mack’s left, she spat in Mack’s face. Mack didn’t move right away, but slowly lifted his hand to wipe Kenna’s spittle from his cheek.  As he did, he covered his mouth and whispered.  “Get behind me and get ready.” 
 
    “I don’t have all day,” Mikel complained.  “Start talking, or would your friend rather go first?”  He smiled, seeming to take perverse pleasure in their conflict. 
 
    Mack was relieved to see Kenna slowly turn around, her back to them.  Maybe for the first time ever, she was actually reading between the lines.   
 
    “You gotta forgive her,” Mack said.  “She’s kind of a hothead.  Well, actually, she’s a hot head, hot hands, hot everything.  See?” 
 
    At that, Kenna whipped around, her hands glowing bright.  Mikel yelled, “Blast her!” but it was too late.   
 
    Kenna shot high, blowing out the ceiling above her targets.  Instantly, the avalanche of debris fell on their captors, burying them in a small mountain of rubble.   
 
    The cloud of dust whooshed into their cell, making Mack cough.  “You did it, Momma!” he said between coughs.  He tried to give her two high fives, but when she returned only a blank stare, he simply hugged her. 
 
    “What is this you are doing?” Kenna asked, sounding confused by his embrace.  When Mack let go of her, she said, “Never mind.  We have little time.  Stand back.” 
 
    She raised her hands, preparing to blow the cell door. 
 
    “Can’t you just melt them or something?” Mack asked, fearing another cave in. 
 
    “If you wish to wait several minutes,” Kenna said, her hands glowing brighter than Mack had ever seen before.  “Now stand aside.” 
 
    “Whoa.  Whoa.  Whoa,” said the man from the bunk behind them.  He rushed in front of Kenna, waving her off.   
 
    The glow of her hands dissipated.  “Speak quickly,” she demanded. 
 
    “You don’t always have to do things the hard way,” the long-haired man said.  Then he pulled out a slim skeleton key from his pants pocket, reached through the cell bars, and unlocked the cell door.  It clinked, and as soon as he’d pulled his hand back, the door opened. 
 
    “You’ve just been sittin’ on that?” Mack exclaimed.  “Why didn’t you say something?” 
 
    “No one asked,” the man said as he squeezed through the partially opened door that was obstructed by debris.  He looked both ways like a cautious child about to cross the street, except Mack knew he wasn’t worried about vehicles.  Someone would surely have heard that cave-in and would be coming their way soon. 
 
    They followed the man, and the entire cell block erupted in shouts and pleas from prisoners wanting to be released.  Mack ignored them, stooping down to dig through the debris.   
 
    “Looking for one of these?” the man asked.  Mack turned and saw him holding one of the guards’ blasters.  Just then Mack saw movement from behind the man. 
 
    “Watch out, behind you!” he yelled. 
 
    Blaster fire shot out, ricocheting past the man’s shoulder and hitting the wall beside them.  The long-haired man whipped around quickly and shot back toward the guard, the same guard who had made her rounds earlier.   
 
    Correcting his aim, their bunkmate hit his target, and the guard, some ten paces away, fell backward, dead.   
 
    All the prisoners in nearby cells erupted in cheers, and Mack let out a holler.  “Yeah!  Way to go … ”  He stopped.  “You gotta name?” 
 
    The man was now at the dead guard’s body.  He retrieved her blaster and returned to Mack.  “Call me Jaron,” he said, tossing him the spare weapon. 
 
    “We better run,” Mack said to Kenna.   
 
    Kenna eyed the newly dead guard as if to be sure she was really dead.  Then she turned to the pile of rubble that covered the other three bodies.  “Should we not make certain they are dead too?” 
 
    “Wow, Momma.  Got the killer instinct much?” 
 
    “It is best to finish what one starts,” she said simply.   
 
    “I’d recommend leaving.  Fast,” Jaron said.  “More will come.  What we need now is distance between them and us.” 
 
    “Us?” Kenna questioned.   
 
    There was a pause as Mack and Kenna appraised their new partner. 
 
    “I know my way around here,” Jaron said.  “There’s another exit that way.” He gestured down the hall behind him.  Then he held up the skeleton key. “This will work there as well.  Look, I’ll take you to your vehicles.  And if you help me get off this sim, I’ll go my own way.  I promise.” 
 
    Jaron seemed like a lunatic, and Kenna seemed distrustful of him.  But time was ticking, and Mack knew he was out of better options.  “Let’s go,” he said, slapping Jaron on the back as he ran past him down the hall.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 20 
 
    “AH, HERE HE comes,” Eleazar said, pushing back the second helping of some fried starch resembling potatoes, except these were no mere French fries.  Whatever they were, Taven wished they had them on Earth.  And he knew in time—assuming they weren’t all destroyed by Cat first—that trade between Meyer Corp and whichever simulation that grew these delectable foods would mean just that. 
 
    Isham laid a new dish on the ornate tablecloth between Taven and Eleazar.  Its contents were still on fire, and Taven thought it might be a dessert.  Isham then took a separate plate and briefly covered the flaming dish.  With the cover removed and the flames extinguished, subtle smoke rose from the table like blown out birthday candles.     
 
    “This, Mr. Smith, is a real treat,” Eleazar said, pointing his knife toward the new food.  “The fruit filling comes from a tree that blooms biannually and only in one known sim.  We’ve tried transplanting them here and on other worlds but unsuccessfully.  It’s a trying puzzle, but alas, your visit was timed well.” 
 
    Isham, quiet as always in Eleazar’s presence, turned to leave.  “What about him?” Taven asked.  “Doesn’t Isham get to try it?” 
 
    Eleazar smiled as if amused by a childish notion.  “Isham gets only the best.  I can promise you that.  Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire,” Isham said as he began slicing the dessert. 
 
    “Just not now?” Taven prodded.  Though warned not to, Taven had decided to return and at least ask for Eleazar’s help.  He had decided to exercise caution around the blind leader, but the longer he’d been in Eleazar’s presence, the more comfortable he had become.  So far, the blind Gatekeeper had been nothing but generous and magnanimous.   
 
    “Isham is working now,” the old man explained.  “There’s a time and place for everything, and he’ll get his reward.  Don’t worry about that.”  Eleazar smiled and turned his head toward Isham as he placed a dish before him.  “You see, Taven, everyone works for someone.  It’s the nature of things.” 
 
    Right as Eleazar took his first bite—bliss on his face—Taven asked, “Who do you work for?” 
 
    Instantly, Taven regretted his words, seeing a quiver run over Eleazar’s face, a micro-expression that appeared and vanished in an instant.  But the old man upheld his blissful poise and chewed his food slowly before swallowing.  Taven tried the dessert and thought it was good, perhaps better than cherry pie but not deserving of all the hoopla.  Then Eleazar chased the morsel with a sip of wine before answering Taven’s question.     
 
    “Did Isham show you the townspeople today?” Eleazar asked. 
 
    Taven’s mouth was now full, but he answered anyway, putting one hand over his mouth as he spoke.  “Yeah.  They were very kind.”  Taven knew that if what Isham had told him was true—that Eleazar literally could see through Isham’s eyes—then he was now being duplicitous.  Of course, Taven had seen the townspeople. 
 
    “Those people, and the billions of people on hundreds of other sims—I work for them,” Eleazar said.  The blind man took another bite, this one swallowed more quickly, and then said, “You look so much like her.” 
 
    Taven was confused for a second.  Then Eleazar added, “Cat—tell me about her.  I can’t believe she gave you her Gatekeeper code.” 
 
    Taven nearly choked on his food.  He’d forgotten Eleazar was seeing his Gatekeeper signature.  After getting ahold of himself, Taven told the man the whole story, how he’d tried to rescue people inside the Hudson Construct, how he’d come home only to be quarantined, and how Cat had tricked him into helping her take down Meta. 
 
    “That’s Cat for you,” Eleazar said, apparently unsurprised by his story.  The old man picked up the wine bottle and shook it.  It was empty.  His expression turned sour, and he raised one hand toward the wall.   
 
    At first, Taven thought Eleazar was mistakenly gesturing to Isham who was no longer in the room.  But then Taven saw a hutch against the dining room wall open and a new bottle of wine fly through the air.  It reached Eleazar’s outstretched hand, and the cork immediately popped open and fell to the table. 
 
    Taven started to comment on the feat and recount how he’d seen Cat do something similar on a sub sim once.  But then he remembered the real reason he was there and said, “She’s trying to destroy the Sim-Verse.” 
 
    Pouring a new glass, the old man chuckled.  “I highly doubt that.” 
 
    “Well, if she’s not destroying the whole thing, she’s at least destroying plenty of primary simulations.” 
 
    The old man raised an eyebrow before consuming more fruit of the vine.  Taven told him the rest of the story, how Cat was behind entire worlds getting snuffed out, how Earth’s sim was next on the list, and that there was no reason to think that the Ghost City and all its sub sims the Seekers inhabited wouldn’t also be destroyed. 
 
    After Taven had finished, Eleazar sat quietly, finishing his drink.  Taven felt initial relief at finally telling him what was happening.  But then, as the old man sat and said nothing, Taven became frustrated and wanted to prod him further.  But there was something in Eleazar’s face, though his eyes were covered, that told Taven he was thinking.  Taven bit his tongue. 
 
    “You did the right thing, coming here,” Eleazar finally said, placing his empty glass on the table.  “You would have stood no chance against her without developing the rest of your abilities.”   
 
    Suddenly, Eleazar stood from the table.  Reflexively, Taven did too.  Then Isham ran into the dining room.  And once he had reached his master’s side, Eleazar said, “Taven, come with me.”  
 
    The blind man exited the dining room through a set of double doors.  Taven followed and found himself in a parlor with soft leather couches and chairs.  He figured they’d sit and talk further, but Eleazar stayed standing.   
 
    Isham moved a couple steps away from his master, and Taven watched as the old man extended his arm, his elbow pointing out.  Taven suddenly realized he was being asked to join arms with the old man, as if to accompany him somewhere. 
 
    Taven moved beside Eleazar, and when he did, he smelled a strange mix of aromas: the wisp of wine from other worlds with stale, dank subterranean air.   
 
    After locking arms, Eleazar said, “Let’s go.”  Then Taven realized they were traveling, not through the palace and not through an open portal—he hadn’t created one—but somewhere. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 21 
 
    DIM LIGHT SHONE from lanterns hung on hooks in the earthen walls.  It was dark and damp here like much of Eleazar’s subterranean lair, but something in the walls sparkled in the dim light.  Taven, still in the mental twilight of Gatekeeper travel, shifted his foot.  Something underneath popped, producing an impossibly loud crack that reverberated throughout the cavernous room.   
 
    “Careful,” Eleazar said, standing next to him.  “We wouldn’t want one of those to happen.”  The old man pointed up at the rock ceiling, and Taven wondered what he meant.  But then he heard it: a faint rumble that grew louder until he could feel its vibrations in his body.   
 
    “Explosion?” 
 
    “This whole diamond mine is full of the stuff.  One false move and…”  Eleazar made an expanding gesture with his hands that Taven recognized as a detonation.  Taven then felt a sudden sense of dread come over him, like the walls of this tomb wanted to fall in on him. 
 
    “Look at me,” Eleazar said strongly.  Taven turned to face him.  “None of that.  You must resist.”    
 
    “How did you know I was…”  Taven trailed off, unsure if the old man could read his thoughts or was just intuitive.   
 
    “I brought you here for a reason, Taven.  Unlike the Makers, I always do have reasons for what I do.  But you must listen to me.  Understand?” 
 
    Taven nodded, agreeing to go along for the ride.  He swallowed hard, pushing down his fear with what willpower he still possessed. 
 
    “What is this place?”  
 
    “What was this place, you mean,” Eleazar corrected.  “It was once one of our province’s most profitable diamond mines.” 
 
    “But the explosive deposits stopped it from being used?” Taven guessed. 
 
    “No, I wish that were it.  We could always work around a mineral, explosive or otherwise.  You see, there’s a spectrum in the Sim-Verse.  At the bottom are inert minerals and lower level life forms, and on top are people, intelligent actors in this cosmic tragedy.  Ironically, these two ends of the spectrum, disparate at first glance, are similar.  They have predictable traits, qualities, and can be manipulated and molded into whatever is required.” 
 
    Taven, distracted by the darkness and the possibility of instant incineration, spoke his uncensored mind.  “Is that what you do?  What the Seekers do with conquered worlds?” 
 
    Taven turned swiftly when he realized what he’d said and searched Eleazar’s face for signs of anger.  He saw none.  In fact, the man looked amused, as if hearing the truth was refreshing. 
 
    “I will admit that man isn’t so difficult to manipulate.  There’s an ancient formula: Predict.  Act.  Control.  If you can predict someone’s response to a given action, then all that is necessary to control them is to act.  Most people live their entire lives wasting what we call consciousness.  They flail about in the dark, reacting to the actions of others.  But Taven, I wasn’t referring to our campaigns in new worlds.”  He paused, then added, “I was referring to the Makers.” 
 
    “The builders of the Sim-Verse?” 
 
    “Yes.  It is they who have acted upon us, trillions of us.  They expect us to react like mere compounds in some grand chemical equation.” 
 
    Taven understood some of what Eleazar was talking about.  Cat had taught him about the Makers, how they’d set up Meta, the Gatekeepers, and all the primary simulations.  What he didn’t know was why Eleazar was waxing philosophic about it all, or why he would do so in the belly of this mining beast.   
 
    “So, the Makers shut down this mine somehow?” 
 
    Eleazar let out a chuckle that echoed down the dark shaft, reverberating where light refused to shine.  “No, young man.  It wasn’t because of rocks or man or Makers that this mine was abandoned.  It was because of what lay in the middle of that spectrum I told you about.” 
 
    Taven tried to recall the Gatekeeper’s metaphor.  What lay between rocks and men? he wondered.  “Beasts,” Taven whispered.   
 
    “That’s exactly right,” Eleazar said excitedly. 
 
    Taven shivered at the thought.  What kind of creature would live down here?  He didn’t even know how deep they were, just that there was no natural light. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Taven said truthfully.  “Animals are more predictable than people.  They aren’t conscious.  They can be tamed.” 
 
    “Some can.  But some never are.  And some, even after they are supposedly tamed turn on their masters unexpectedly.  Surely it’s true where you come from.  It happens all over the Sim-Verse.  Mankind only fools himself into thinking he has control over beasts.  There is always a wildness in them, an inextinguishable unpredictability.” 
 
    Taven knew he was right.  “But what’s all that got to do with teaching me to use my abilities?  Or with stopping Cat?” 
 
    Eleazar suppressed another laugh.  “Quite a lot, I’m afraid.”  Taven waited for more explanation, but he soon got the feeling that there was something Eleazar expected him to notice.   
 
    He searched in the darkness, his eyes aching for light.  And then, he saw it.  Far down the tunnel was a reflection.  It was different from the diamond dust in the walls that refused to sparkle from that distance.  Whatever it was, it was a softer glow, like red embers in a burned-out fire. 
 
    Taven felt his heart begin to race, his body somehow knowing more than his mind.  He watched as the two red embers suddenly disappeared.  Seconds later, they returned.   
 
    Before he could ask Eleazar about them, the two red embers went out again.  But this time, when they reappeared, they were in a different position than before.   
 
    Taven stared, refusing to blink.  Slowly, the two red glimmerings, equidistant apart, moved to the right.  Seconds later, they moved left. 
 
    A tingling sensation swept over Taven’s body, and he knew he was in danger.  His lips mouthed the answer that his mind refused to accept: “Eyes.”   
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 22 
 
    “WHAT IS IT?” Taven shrieked.   
 
    “See for yourself,” came Eleazar’s response.  “Cat showed you how to see, didn’t she?” 
 
    Taven tried to remain calm, though the creature’s movements from left to right unnerved him.  He took a deep breath before switching to Gatekeeper vision.  When he did, he gasped.   
 
    “It looks like a Gatekeeper,” he exclaimed. 
 
    “A nice little present from the Makers,” Eleazar said grimly.   
 
    The shape of the red glowing beast was impossibly large.  It didn’t possess wings, but everything else about the reptilian physique was dragonesque.  Taven didn’t dare ask if it breathed fire. 
 
    “That’s why they stopped mining here?” 
 
    “That creature is both the reason these mines exist and why they were abandoned,” Eleazar answered.  “The beast carved out these tunnels, the majority of them anyway.  That’s how people first came down here.  But once the beast was discovered, we had to leave.  The creature’s code that you can see means it’s essentially eternal.” 
 
    “Like a Gatekeeper in a sub sim?” 
 
    “We’re in a sub sim,” Eleazar reminded him.  Of course, Taven should have known that.  According to Cat, Eleazar had been banished to sub sims, unable to climb up to any primaries.  At least, that had been true when Meta was up and running. 
 
    “Okay,” Taven said, his voice sounding panicked.  “I can see it.  Now what?” 
 
    “I need to know what you can do.  Sometimes, even for noble reasons, people are dishonest.” 
 
    Taven frowned.  “You brought me here to prove that I can see?  Couldn’t we do that in your palace.” 
 
    “I want to see you slow down this simulation.” 
 
    “But I can’t.  Cat never taught me.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Eleazar said before putting his fingers to his lips, letting out a whistle that wailed like a siren. 
 
    Instantly, the beast turned an even brighter red, and Taven realized the creature was beginning to charge. 
 
    “What’d you…”  Taven’s legs felt weak as he tried to turn and run. 
 
    The tunnel rumbled as the beast ran toward them.  “There’s no use running, Taven.  It’s too fast.  Slow the simulation.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    Taven turned and faced the beast.  He had no idea how to slow the sim, but he knew he had no other options.   
 
    The shape of the monster grew larger, blocking out light from lanterns on the wall behind it.  Taven closed his eyes, hoping it would somehow help him find his hidden skill. 
 
    “Do it now!” the old man yelled over the roar of the beast’s freight-train-loud advance.   
 
    Then, suddenly, the sound of the creature’s charge ceased.  Taven opened his eyes and saw the beast only inches away from his face.  It was frozen, its mouth opened wide, fully prepared to devour him in a single bite. 
 
    “I don’t know how I did that,” Taven said, relieved. 
 
    “You didn’t,” Eleazar said.  “I did.  Let’s try again.”   
 
    With that, the old man raised one hand slowly above his waist.  The sim apparently still slowed; the dragon-like creature glided backwards, just like the wine bottle Eleazar had pulled from across the room.  It had seemed a good trick before, but now—with the umpteen tons of monster floating through the dark tunnel—it seemed like real magic. 
 
    “I told you,” Taven pleaded once the beast was back in the shadows.  “I don’t know how to slow the sim.” 
 
    “I know that now.  I’m sorry it had to be like that,” Eleazar said, sounding sincere.  “But I had to know exactly where we stood.  The Sim-Verse is full of tricksters and deceivers, your former teacher only one of many.” 
 
    Taven felt a competing emotion at the mention of Cat.  He couldn’t decide if it was of fear—remembering the danger he had left Amy and Evelynn in—or something else.  But he was glad to be here, to finally be learning what he needed to defeat her.   
 
    “I told you everything,” Taven promised. 
 
    Eleazar nodded, like he was chewing on the idea, trying to believe his new pupil.  “Tell me what you hear?” he said after a moment. 
 
    Taven was surprised by the question but immediately decided to go along.  He eyed the beast again in the distance to be sure it was still frozen.  Then he turned his head to one side and listened.  The tunnel was now silent.   
 
    “Nothing,” Taven answered. 
 
    “Have you ever noticed ringing in your ears?” 
 
    Taven’s face scrunched up.  He was confused, because for the first time in forever, the high-pitched sirens in his ears were gone.       
 
    “I’ve heard ringing ever since I returned from the Hudson,” he said.  “But—” 
 
    “It will come back,” Eleazar said, “when I let the simulation resume.  When it does, I want you to grab it and bring it down.” 
 
    “Grab the ringing?” 
 
    Eleazar didn’t answer, but his solemn expression told Taven he meant what he had said.   
 
    “Alright, just be ready to keep that thing from killing us,” Taven agreed.   
 
    He remembered how Cat had made him look into the sun and how he’d thought his eyes were burning out, and how it felt to select a tile from the index, how it moved without his body having to touch it.  Maybe this was similar. 
 
    Just then, Taven saw the beast move again, its charge commencing.  
 
    “Listen,” Eleazar instructed sharply. 
 
    Taven closed his eyes again, but all he could hear were the sounds of the creature’s feet as it rumbled toward him.  With all his might, he searched for the high-pitched squeal, the trivial annoyance he struggled daily to ignore. 
 
    “Now bring it down,” the old man said.  “Now!” 
 
    Taven heard it.  And for the first time, it seemed to occupy time and space, like it was up high above him, an invisible speck of floating dust.  He imagined reaching high on his tip-toes, grabbing it with one hand, and pulling it down.  It had weight to it, like it was attached to a string through the ceiling where springs and pulleys worked, resisting his tug.  Feeling like he’d brought it all the way down, that his ethereal self was bent over with the invisible object pressed to the ground, Taven opened his eyes. 
 
    Now, several paces away, the beast was frozen, its head turned cockeyed in mid stride. 
 
    “Well done,” Eleazar said, sounding genuinely pleased. 
 
    Taven grinned in the dark.  “That wasn’t as hard as I expected.” 
 
    “Once you get the hang of it, none of our abilities are.”  Then the blind man grabbed Taven by the shoulder and stood still.  Taven didn’t know what he was doing, but he tried not to move. 
 
    Then the dark tunnel walls began to illuminate, becoming brighter but simultaneously less distinct, until all their surroundings shifted into a soft white haze. 
 
    “A parley?” Taven questioned once Eleazar had removed his hand from Taven’s shoulder. 
 
    “She showed you this?” 
 
    “It didn’t look exactly the same, but…”  Taven turned around, trying to absorb his environment.  Unlike when Cat had taken him here, he wasn’t under any spell, wasn’t mesmerized by her green eyes or her touch.  Now he could appreciate the details, what few there were.   
 
    “It’s a pity there’s not more to this,” Eleazar said, walking with Taven in the small room.  It seemed to have a round shape, though Taven had trouble knowing exactly where the blurry walls were.  When he’d reach the edge, his outstretched hands would begin to fade as if they were about to dissolve and he’d feel resistance, like he was pushing two negative ends of a magnet together. 
 
    “She thinks there is more,” Taven said, turning back to his new teacher.  
 
    “Does she?”  Eleazar snickered.  “I told her it was a fool’s errand, but—”  Then he glanced upward, though his eyes were covered.  “That’s what she’s doing.  She’s back at Kairos, trying it all over again.  And now that she’s got Meta out of the way … ” 
 
    The old man turned his back to him as if troubled by the realization.  He seemed to know more than he was saying. 
 
    “Since you’ve proven to be honest,” Eleazar said, turning back around, “I must make a confession of my own.  That sub sim back there, the one with the beast, it’s real.  But it’s not original.  That creature you encountered comes from a primary sim, my memory of it from millennia ago.” 
 
    “So that explains its Gatekeeper’s code,” Taven said. 
 
    “No, that part’s accurate.  The Makers made those beasts, gave them indefinite lifespans just like Gatekeepers.  The Makers had their reasons, twisted as they were.”  He seemed to spit out the distasteful words.  “The sub is a replica, one of many I’ve created from memory.”   
 
    He stepped back over to Taven, placing a fatherly hand on his shoulder.  This time it didn’t seem like they were about to travel somewhere, but that he was genuinely pleased with Taven and wanted him to know it.  “Ah, it feels good to be teaching again.  You know I used to help new Gatekeepers in Meta, people just like you who were … ”  He paused, smiling.  “People who were just learning to fly.  There is so much to show you.” 
 
    “I want to learn,” Taven said.   
 
    “One thing at a time,” the blind man said.  “Let’s see how you jump.” 
 
    Taven looked at him wild eyed for a second before understanding.  “Back to your palace?” 
 
    Eleazar nodded.  “And don’t use any of the index tiles.”   
 
    Taven understood.  He closed his eyes and imagined the look and feel of Eleazar’s parlor with as much possible clarity.  A flash appeared; the disk shimmering even brighter than their cloudlike surroundings.   
 
    “Very good,” said Eleazar.  “Together,” he added, and Taven believed he was describing more than how they would enter the disk.  Finally, Taven had found a teacher, someone to show him how to stop Cat once and for all.     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 23 
 
    “I JUST WISH these things had a non-lethal setting,” Jaron said.  He, Kenna, and Mack all sat together, crouched behind the corner of the last unexposed wall before they’d be traveling among regular Kairosians.   
 
    “Do we really need those?” Mack asked, pointing at the three innocent bystanders having a conversation, one that might be their last. 
 
    “If we aren’t wearing the headgear, we’ll stand out quickly,” Jaron explained.  “Besides, we’ll need it to access the grid.” 
 
    Mack didn’t know what the grid was or if they really needed it, but blending in did make sense.   
 
    Just then, Kenna stood, her hands aglow.  “Wait,” Mack whispered, not used to anyone acting quicker than him.  But it was too late.  Kenna was gone. 
 
    He and Jaron craned their necks around the corner.  They watched as Kenna marched calmly toward the group, her hands burning bright behind her back. 
 
    She spoke to them, something Mack couldn’t hear.  They turned and began pointing off toward a distant building, and Mack figured they were giving her directions.  Then, quickly, Kenna blasted two of them at point blank range.  They fell to the ground, and the third turned to run before being shot in the back with a less intense blast. 
 
    “Cold hard killer,” Mack pronounced.  The ease with which she did it both disturbed and charmed him.   
 
    “They are not dead,” Kenna said as Jaron and Mack joined her.  “You wanted non-lethal options.  You have them.”   
 
    Jaron grabbed the headgear from one and put it on before dragging the seemingly lifeless body back around the corner they’d been hiding behind. 
 
    Mack and Kenna followed suit, though they both paused briefly before putting on the headgear. 
 
    “Hey, it’s working,” Mack said. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure our physiology was similar enough for the neural interface to work,” Jaron said. 
 
    Slowly, they both turned to Kenna. 
 
    “What is it?” she said. 
 
    “Well?” Mack asked.   
 
    “I can see fine,” she said.  And Mack didn’t know if that meant she could see what they could or not, but he decided to leave it alone.  “I don’t think headgear is enough for you to blend in, Momma,” he told her. 
 
    “Of course,” she said dryly, as if she had absolutely no attachments to her traditional garb.  She stepped behind the wall, and Mack saw her long robe fall to the ground, spilling out around the corner.  He looked at Jaron and wondered if he shared the same juvenile thoughts he had.  “Birthday suit?” he asked, nodding in Kenna’s direction. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Jaron answered, apparently not getting the Earth reference. 
 
    “Never mind,” Mack dismissed, turning his attention to the lit-up environment his headgear had created for him.  The already bright, electric skyscrapers that seemed go on forever in all directions now took on new dimensions.  When he looked at the moving billboards for walls, they came alive, and he heard voices, like he was watching advertisements on vid-screens back home.  Except these were more engaging, more detailed and targeted to him.   
 
    Feeling lost?  We’ve got answers, said one of the billboards. 
 
    “What the … ”  Mack wondered if the neural interface was reading his thoughts.  Or maybe it was just his out of breath, flustered physiology it sensed.   
 
    Going home is always a good idea, said another billboard, appearing to be something akin to a retirement home ad. 
 
    He shifted to another that said, Missing a friend?  Find them today!   
 
    “Don’t look at them,” Jaron warned.  “They’ll figure us out.” 
 
    Kenna walked back to them, now donning the clothes of a Kairosian.  “Wow, you look … normal,” Mack said. 
 
    He thought he saw the slightest grin pass across her face before she answered, “What about the two of you?” 
 
    “Our clothes will suffice,” Jaron said.  Mack still wore what he’d been arrested in, while Jaron presumably had on state issued prison clothes.  But they didn’t stand out.  And Mack figured there was no need for eye-catching prison uniforms in a world without any prison breaks.   
 
    “Now what do we do?” Kenna pressed. 
 
    They looked to Jaron, who started walking toward the nearest skyscraper.  “Keep your eyes down.  Hide your blaster,” he said, tucking his inside his waistband under his shirt, “and don’t strike up any conversations.” 
 
    That seemed simple enough, Mack thought.  But as time passed, he realized it wasn’t so easy.  He wasn’t used to ignoring people, and he had to catch himself every time something flashed up on a nearby building.  This whole place seemed to be one big distraction, and he had to keep reminding himself what was at stake.   
 
    They snaked through several alleyways and streets.  And it seemed to Mack that Jaron was avoiding the more congested areas, though in actuality, the whole city was full of people.  The only place they’d been without Kairosians in view was the edge of the prison complex where they’d hidden the bodies.   
 
    “We’re getting close,” Jaron said, speaking to them for the first time since they’d started walking.  Mack looked around, faithfully avoiding the vid-screen walls.  But he was unable to spot an obvious place where their jumpers might be impounded.  He looked back at Kenna, but if she’d spotted their destination, he couldn’t tell by her expression.  But then again, what else was new?     
 
    Just then, a thunderclap, louder than he’d ever heard on Earth, roared through the sky above them.  Mack dropped down reflexively, crouching against the closest building.  He was so close that the wall occupied much of his peripheral vision, and the vid-screen advertisement began speaking to him over his headgear: Fear is a natural part of life.  But it doesn’t have to be.  With our innovative program, you, like thousands of others, can be free from … 
 
    He shut his eyes in frustration and strained his neck, looking up where he’d heard the thunderclap.   
 
    “It’s ahead of schedule,” Jaron said, standing over him.  He stuck out his hand, offering to pull Mack back to his feet. 
 
    Mack felt foolish and jumped up, refusing the help.   
 
    “It’s the ship we saw with Taven,” Kenna reported.   
 
    Mack looked up and saw Cat’s craft in the dark sky.  Its running lights were on full display.  Then he noticed something was missing.   
 
    “That’s different,” Mack said.  “Where’s its ball of death thingy?” 
 
    “The orb’s likely in the docking station, being discharged,” Jaron answered.  “Let’s keep moving.  People will notice if we act too surprised.”  He started walking, not waiting to see if they agreed. 
 
    Mack eyed Cat’s ship and felt a flash of panic, that Cat knew they had escaped and was after them.  But Jaron seemed unalarmed, and Mack wondered if he was cool or crazy.   
 
    Mack double stepped, and catching up with Jaron asked, “What does it do anyway?”  
 
    “The orb?  That’s what’s eating entire simulations, sucking out the energy from one world, one people’s universe at a time.” 
 
    “But what’s she doing with it?” Mack said, already realizing that Cat’s ship had destroyed the world with the crazy cave men they’d visited before. 
 
    “Storing it up, for who knows what evil purpose.  After each extraction—that’s the word used for sacking a primary sub—the orb gets deposited into the charging facility.  That’s where the collective energy of a large and growing portion of the Sim-Verse is being stored.” 
 
    Jaron pointed up ahead.  “There it is,” he said.   
 
    Mack looked and saw the orb attached to the top of a cube shaped building.  
 
    “She’s waiting for them to discharge the orb,” Jaron explained.  Then as they drew nearer, lightning flashed from the orb upward, spreading across the sky like an electric spiderweb.  Mack and Kenna both flinched, but Jaron, like before, seemed unsurprised.     
 
    They continued on their way, but seconds later noticed a low hum accompanied by a vibration felt under foot.  The sound grew louder before suddenly ceasing. 
 
    “Never heard it do that before,” Jaron said, looking concerned.  “It’s not ready.  She must be rushing things.  She’ll destroy us all before she’s through.”  Then he added, “Maybe she’ll destroy herself, too.” 
 
    An idea flashed across Mack’s mind.  “Nuke it,” he said.   
 
    Jaron looked confused.  “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Just thinking out loud, Boss.  Where I come from, we’ve got bombs that can blow up entire cities, maybe the whole planet if we sent enough of them.” 
 
    Kenna stepped forward.  “One strategic strike with one of these … ”  She stopped, struggling to recall the name. 
 
    “Nukes,” Mack supplied.  “If we set one off near that charging thingamajig—” 
 
    “It would stop Cat from doing more harm,” Kenna finished.  “At least temporarily.” 
 
    “Your world has such technology?” Jaron asked. 
 
    Mack felt a little awkward talking about blowing up somebody’s world.  He was afraid Jaron might have second thoughts about helping them, but he’d already let it slip.  “Yeah, that’s something we’re good at—blowing things to smithereens.” 
 
    “So be it,” Jaron said, facing Mack briefly as if to show his sincerity before resuming their headlong pace. 
 
    Mack was relieved, but apparently Kenna wasn’t so confident of their new-found friend.  “How do you know all this, and how can we know we can trust you?” she asked Jaron. 
 
    He didn’t stop or slow his walk as he answered, cutting behind another building and leading them through an alleyway.  “The same reason I was in jail,” he answered.  “My wife and I were scientists—” 
 
    “Were scientists?” Kenna objected. 
 
    “Yes, were scientists,” he repeated.  “Cat doesn’t care about efficiency.  She doesn’t mind locking up half the population if it means gaining total compliance.” 
 
    “But if your wife—” Mack started. 
 
    Jaron whipped around so fast Mack almost ran into him.  “She killed her,” Jaron blurted out.  And for the first time, Jaron seemed rattled by emotion.  “Cat killed my wife.  And dozens of others who couldn’t meet her impossible demands.  The only reason I’m still alive is because they forgot about me.  If you want to burn this world down, along with that witch that has ruled over it, I’ll be the first in line to help you.” 
 
    Jaron turned back around and continued walking, and Mack couldn’t help but think he was concealing tears.  It took Mack several seconds to process everything.  Jaron had said it so fast.  But it all made sense now.  Cat had imprisoned Kairosians in order to control their families.  And Jaron had lost everything.  No wonder he acted crazy.       
 
    They came to a building with no active vid-screens on its walls, and Mack was relieved to be able to actually look where they were going instead of meditating on the back of Jaron’s shirt.  As they got closer, a door illuminated in the wall.  It had been invisible before, and Mack realized his headgear and neural interface were helping him see it.   
 
    Jaron, several steps ahead of them, entered first.  The door seemed to open and shut precisely with razor thin margins.  Mack gulped as he came closer, the door seeming not to open for him.  But right as he thought his nose would mash into it, the door flashed open and he zipped through. 
 
    Inside a long hallway, there were even more colorful doors illuminated on both sides.  Jaron was still farther ahead, and Mack tried to catch up.  But then he heard pounding on the wall behind him. 
 
    He turned and saw the door he’d entered still illuminated.  But it remained solid and unmoving.  “Kenna,” he gasped.  She was still outside.  “I guess that proves that,” he said, figuring her headgear and neural interface weren’t working after all. 
 
    He rushed to the door and pretended like he was going to exit.  It didn’t open.  “Blast it,” he muttered.  This tech was too sophisticated.  He couldn’t fool it.   
 
    Mack lunged forward, trusting the door would move in time.  It did, and he found himself outside with Kenna. 
 
    “Something is wrong with this door,” she insisted. 
 
    “No, Momma.  It ain’t the door.  It’s that bald head of yours.”  He started to touch it sweetly, but the look on her face stopped him.  They’d gotten close back at her world, but they weren’t that close.  Not yet. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, putting his arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “Let me go,” she said, offended by his forward advance. 
 
    “In just a minute,” he said, pulling them both through the door which opened and shut as he had hoped. 
 
    When they got inside, Jaron was all the way down the hall.  He waved to them and half yelled, half whispered, “Come on.” 
 
    As they jogged toward him, Mack thought how nice it had been, even for just a moment, to touch Kenna.  And he hoped he’d get another chance.     
 
    He eyed her as they ran side by side.  She looked over, and for a split second, he thought she was giving him an approving look.   
 
    But just then a deafening siren sounded, and Mack froze.  “What’s that?” 
 
    Kenna kept running but turned her head to one side, yelling, “They woke up.”   
 
    Before Mack could think, the walls of the hallway that had been nothing but alternating doors suddenly lit up with the image of Cat’s face—dozens and dozens of identical headshots.  Mack hoped it was just propaganda, but soon Cat’s heads began speaking in unison.   
 
    “There are three intruders,” Cat said.  Their faces flashed across the walls quickly, and Mack knew this was happening all over the city.  “We must find them and eliminate them immediately,” came Cat’s command. 
 
    Jaron pushed through the doorway at the end of the hall, and Kenna and Mack followed seconds later.  As soon as they broke through, Mack heard blaster fire. 
 
    He ducked down, unsure where it was coming from.  But luckily, he saw it was from Jaron who had tagged a lonely guard across the room. 
 
    “There they are,” Mack smiled, seeing the four jumpers in the midst of other vehicles.   
 
    As they neared them, a larger door, one that looked like a cargo bay hatch, opened.  And out poured a slew of armed guards.  “Light ‘em up,” yelled Mack as he dove behind one of the jumpers. 
 
    Unlike their foes, the three of them had reliable cover.  And with Kenna’s expertise, they quickly laid waste to their attackers, leaving more than a dozen troops lying on the ground. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Mack said, hitting the hatch release buttons for three of the jumpers.  He quickly checked each of them, making sure Earth’s frequency was dialed in, ready to go.  “Just get in, close the hatch, and hit the big green button,” he told Jaron. 
 
    Then he and Kenna climbed inside their jumpers.  But before he closed his hatch, Mack noticed Jaron lingering outside.  Kenna’s jumper flashed away.  Then Jaron turned and faced the large two-story wall opposite him.  It still had Cat’s face on it, and she continued repeating the orders for their capture.  It was a continuous loop, Mack knew, one that would go on until they were dead or Cat realized they were gone.   
 
    Jaron raised his blaster, it’s laser dot aligning right between Cat’s green eyes.  He fired, and the wall cracked and went dark.   
 
    “The next one’s gonna be real,” Jaron yelled.   
 
    Seeing Jaron get inside his jumper, Mack closed his hatch and slammed the green button, welcoming the fuzzy feeling as he vanished from this simulation.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 24 
 
    BACK IN ELEAZAR’S palace parlor, Taven sat, awaiting the return of his new teacher.  Isham stood guard, as it were, near the hallway that led wherever Eleazar had gone.  He hadn’t said where, just that he would return quickly and to wait for him here.   
 
    Taven felt like he was sinking deeper and deeper into the soft leather couch he sat in.  It reminded him of the one he’d found in the Hudson Construct and the one that Cat had later created for him in the island sub sim.  He felt like napping, and he wondered if he had time for one.  
 
    But that thought caused him alarm.  How much time had already passed? he wondered.  His family and world were still in peril.  But Taven clung to the fact that he was in a sub sim, probably the fastest running one in the Sim-Verse.  Time really was relative, and days here might only represent seconds on Earth.   
 
    Several times Taven had tried to catch Isham’s eyes, to start a conversation.  But Isham wouldn’t budge.  He remained motionless, a perfect statue on duty.  Taven wanted to tell Isham how things had gone with Eleazar, how there hadn’t been a reason to worry after all.  But assuming Isham was telling the truth about being Eleazar’s eyes, there was no way they’d talk about this again until the next Darkening. 
 
    Taven heard a clinking sound in the distance followed by soft footsteps and the creak of wooden floors that he guessed were hundreds of years old.  He turned to see Eleazar, clothed in white, appear through the hallway door where Isham stood. 
 
    “My lad,” Eleazar said, turning to Isham, “would you do the honors.”  He handed the two bottles of wine to his servant who immediately went to the wooden cabinets against the wall.   
 
    “My apologies,” Eleazar said, coming closer.  Taven stood to greet him.  “No, no, no,” Eleazar said, waving him back down.  Then the blind man, as if physically exhausted, collapsed onto the matching couch opposite Taven.  Then he smiled, and Taven wished he could see his eyes.  They would tell him so much more than his other nonverbal cues could.     
 
    “I could have sent Isham,” Eleazar said, “but I still like to do some things myself.  After all, the joy of life—when you can find it—is usually found in small things, pleasurable tasks that remain untarnished.” 
 
    Taven started to ask him how he could pick out the vintage—assuming that was how it worked in this sim—without sight.  Had he somehow marked the bottles in a way his Gatekeeper vision could detect, or was there more to Gatekeeper vision than Taven had learned?  He bit his tongue as Isham set down two glasses on the short table between them and began pouring from a bottle. 
 
    “Ah, thank you,” Eleazar said, instantly grabbing his glass and sipping.  Taven started to hold his hand up, resisting the offer of another glass, but Isham had already poured.  More and more Taven felt like he must go along with whatever his new teacher said or did.  After all, it wouldn’t be long before Taven would be leaving, and there was no point in spoiling things now.   
 
    After another refill of Eleazar’s glass, the old man leaned forward.  It felt like he was looking straight through Taven, impossible as that was.  “Taven,” he said, pausing.  “I’ve been thinking.”  Another pause.  Taven wanted to push him, hurry him up, but he didn’t dare.   
 
    “You should stay here.  There’s more I can show you.  More you can learn.  But even after all that, you should stay here with us.” 
 
    Taven was a bit surprised and didn’t even understand what Eleazar meant by us.  Did he intend for Taven to stay in the palace like Isham, or was he referring to the sub sim?   
 
    “I appreciate that,” Taven said.  “Really, I do.  But I have a family.” 
 
    “Amy and Evelynne,” the blind man said.   
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Taven said, unsure if he’d mentioned them before.  “I can’t abandon them.  I have to go back and face Cat, stop her before she destroys our world.” 
 
    “Bring them here.  They will be infinitely safe with us.” 
 
    “It’s not just them,” Taven said, trying to be polite.  “It’s billions of other people, too.” 
 
    “You know all these billions, do you?  They know your name?”  Eleazar took another long draw from his glass. 
 
    “Well, no,” Taven admitted.  “But that’s not really the point.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “She’s destroying entire worlds out there,” Taven continued.  “Mine and countless others.  I’ve got to stop her.”  Then, more quietly, he added, “If I can.” 
 
    “You can’t,” Eleazar said flatly.  “Not yet, anyway.  There is more to learn, and if you go now, you won’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Eleazar’s words were piercing.  Taven had hoped that his newfound abilities would allow him to at least muster a fight.     
 
    “So,” Eleazar said coolly, “for their safety, just bring your family here while you continue to learn from me.”  He put his empty glass on the table between them.  Isham moved forward to refill it but stopped short, apparently picking up on some cue that was invisible to Taven. 
 
    Taven was frustrated to say the least.  The whole point of coming here was to get what he needed and return to fight, but now …  Was Earth really lost?  Did he have to give it up to survive? 
 
    Eleazar leaned forward again and with new enthusiasm in his voice said, “Taven, Cat won’t dare come here.  She won’t face me directly, and with you by my side, we can defeat her soundly.” 
 
    “Here?  What do you mean here?  We’re in a sub-sim.  She won’t bother coming here, will she?  She’ll just go to the Ghost City—which is unguarded—and will destroy us without batting an eye.” 
 
    Eleazar’s jaws flexed, and Taven thought the man was angry.  But quickly his facial muscles moved into a smile.  “Unguarded, you say?  You don’t understand yet, do you?” 
 
    “What?  Cat said you were banished to sub sims, that the Gatekeepers made it so you couldn’t leave this realm.” 
 
    “That’s right.  But we’re the last of the Gatekeepers, Taven.  And Meta went dark.  You told me so yourself.” 
 
    “So you’re free?” 
 
    “Free to climb.”  He clenched his fist and pounded it against the glass table, and Taven flinched.  “Out of this pit, victorious at last.”  His face pointed upwards.  Then he lowered it as if facing Taven.  “There isn’t much time, lad.  Bring your family here, and we’ll continue your preparation.  Ah, it’s going to be glorious.” 
 
    “Not much time?  But we’re in a sub sim.  I thought—” 
 
    “You think I seated myself, ruled this domain, from a fast running sub?  Think clearly, boy.  That’s no way to govern.  This simulation runs only slightly faster than Meta.” 
 
    Another alarming jolt ran through Taven, this one stronger than before.  He had guessed wrong about Eleazar.  They weren’t in some slow running sub sim.  They were in one that mirrored time on Earth, which meant Earth—if it still existed—was in extreme danger.     
 
    Taven stood up fast.  And as he did, his arms shot forward for balance and knocked over his mostly full glass.  Wine spilled over the table and onto the floor below.  Isham ran forward to clean it up, but his master raised his hand, stopping him. 
 
    “I’ve got to go.  Now,” Taven said, panicked. 
 
    “Aren’t you forgetting something?” Eleazar asked.   
 
    Out the corner of his eye, Taven saw Isham move.  Eleazar turned toward Isham, stopping him instantly.   
 
    Taven scrambled.  “Oh.  Thank you for helping me,” he offered.  “I’ll be back.”   
 
    Taven tried to calm himself down so he could imagine Earth and open a portal.  He just hoped Cat hadn’t beaten him there and that if he jumped through, he’d actually land back home.  If she had beaten him there, if Earth was already gone…well, what better way to go?   
 
    “After all I’ve done for you,” Eleazar said, slowly standing.  “You won’t even offer to reciprocate?” 
 
    Taven lost focus of the portal he was about to create.  “I can’t teach you anything,” he replied. 
 
    “No, but you can give me something.  You have the code.  I can teach you to overwrite it onto me, the same way Cat overwrote it onto you.  You can restore my sight.  Taven, you can free me, break these chains that have held me for more than three millennia.” 
 
    Taven didn’t move.  He felt like a prey animal out in the open after getting a whiff of a predator.  “I didn’t think of that,” he finally mustered.  He didn’t know what to do, what to say.  But he knew deep down he shouldn’t help the old man. 
 
    “You can still join me,” Eleazar said quietly.  “But the door is closing rapidly.” 
 
    Taven remained motionless.  He felt like the world around him was shifting too fast for him to form a thought, let alone execute a plan. 
 
    “It’s just … ” he started.  “I need to go home first.  I’ll come back.  I promise.”  Then Taven decided to open a portal and jump before Eleazar tried to stop him.     
 
    “No, you won’t,” Eleazar said.   
 
    Taven thought he meant that he didn’t believe he would return, but he soon discovered the blind Gatekeeper saw more than he realized.   
 
    “You’re not going anywhere,” Eleazar said as he stretched out his hands.  The table and furniture rolled away, scattering apart like trash blowing in the wind.  Then Eleazar turned his hands palms up, and Taven felt himself rise several inches off the ground. 
 
    “No,” Taven said, writhing his arms and legs.  But it was too late.  Eleazar had him.   
 
    “You have eyes, Taven.  But you haven’t yet learned to see.”  Eleazar lowered his head before saying, “That’s about to change.”  Then he turned over his hands and pushed outward.  Taven’s suspended body flew backwards impossibly fast, slamming against the wall.   
 
    Ceramic pottery fell off shelving next to Taven, but he didn’t hear it crash.  He was too stunned, too disoriented to notice. 
 
    The old man lowered one hand but kept the other raised slightly above his hip, only one finger extended to hold Taven in place.  Then he slowly stepped toward his disobedient pupil. 
 
    “I wish it didn’t have to be like this, Taven.  But some things must be learned the hard way.” 
 
    “I’m open to your teachings,” Taven lied.  “I wasn’t trying—” 
 
    “Silence!” Eleazar shouted.  His voice took on a deep inhuman resonance, reminding Taven of the bell in the well.  Then Eleazar began pacing parallel to the wall Taven hung on.  With a normal voice, he said, “You must overwrite your code onto me.”   
 
    “I’ll do it.  Just let me down.” 
 
    “No, you won’t.  Not yet.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Taven pleaded. 
 
    “I do, Taven.  Because you have not yet been convinced.  But don’t worry.  You will see the truth, soon enough.”   
 
    Eleazar raised his other hand, like a conductor about to give an orchestra its first downbeat.  “But first, I must make you hurt.”     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 25 
 
    “AND YOU’RE SURE a nuclear weapon would be sufficient to take it out?” Hewitt asked.  It was the third time he’d asked already, and Mack was getting tired of the repetition. 
 
    Mack didn’t answer this time but instead nodded towards Jaron to take the lead. 
 
    “Yeah, like we said,” Jaron started, “if your fission weapons are as powerful as you say they are—” 
 
    “Oh, they are,” Hewitt squealed. 
 
    “Then, yes.  I’d say it would effectively put the operation out of order … permanently.” 
 
    Hewitt rubbed his palms together.  Mack was all for nuking the sim.  It had been his idea after all, but even when it had first occurred to him, he’d been mindful of the fact it meant killing thousands, maybe millions, of people.  Hewitt, it seemed, was just excited to get the last piece of the puzzle he’d been working on. 
 
    Mack watched Kenna sit motionless, like an art model posing.  She stared out the window into starry space.  Without her brown-red robe, she looked different.  Mack wondered if she’d find a replacement robe.  She couldn’t go home again, couldn’t find a real replacement.  But back on Earth, assuming they successfully blew up Cat’s Sim-Verse gobbling machinery and there was an Earth left to go back to, she could get whatever clothes she wanted.   
 
    The conference room door opened, and everyone turned to see the one they’d been waiting on.   
 
    General Stafford hurried in, though his large frame made his movements seem slow and deliberate.  He sat down and said, “I just spoke with members of the Board.  We’re a go for Project Sitting Duck.”  Then, for the first time Mack had ever noticed, Stafford smiled.  “Good work, team,” he offered.  
 
    “You mean Jaron gets to stay?” Mack asked. 
 
    “Well, he still needs vetting.  We had a process for Kenna to go through, and he’ll need to do the same.  So, it’s a bit premature, but let’s just say he’s a well-qualified candidate to work for Meyer Corp.”  Stafford gave the long-haired addition an affirming look.  But Jaron looked down at the table, and Mack figured he was having second thoughts or at least misgivings about blowing up his home world.   
 
    “What about Taven?” Mack asked.  “Has there been any contact?” 
 
    Stafford bit his lip as he shook his head.  “He’s AWOL.  And at a time like this,” Stafford said standing, “we can’t afford resources to go chasing after him.  Not until after Sitting Duck is complete.”  Stafford grabbed the door handle and added, “Frankly, I’d say this serves him right.  One way or another, he has disobeyed orders for the last time.” 
 
    That wasn’t what Mack had hoped to hear.  Taven had told him he was going to find Eleazar and return.  He’d entered a sub sim, a tier of the Sim-Verse where time passed more quickly than on Earth, which meant Taven should have made it back by now.  Something must have gone wrong.  But even if Mack was willing to steal a jumper to go look for him, finding Taven in the Ghost City index would be like finding a needle in a haystack.   
 
    After Stafford left, Hewitt and Mack stood.  “Is that it?” Jaron asked.  “What do we do now?” 
 
    “I know what I’ll be doing,” Hewitt said.  Mack thought the pudgy scientist was salivating at the idea of assembling a nuke.  It wasn’t the kind of thing corporate scientists got to do ordinarily.  Fission reactors for propulsion systems, yes.  But never as weapons. 
 
    “It’s time to hand this off to the next team,” Mack said.  “Don’t worry, Meyer Corp’s not through with you just yet,” he told Jaron.  “Let’s get some chow before they think to bother you.”  He turned to Kenna.  “You coming?” he asked. 
 
    Still seated, she continued staring out the window, not seeming to hear him.  She must be really shook up, Mack thought.  Homesick, maybe. 
 
    He moved beside her and started to put a sympathetic hand on her shoulder.  But before he could, she said, “She’s here.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” Mack said. 
 
    “Look for yourself,” Kenna said, pointing out the window. 
 
    Before Mack got there, Hewitt shuffled quickly to the glass.  “No, no, no,” he said.  “This is not good.” 
 
    Mack pressed in to see out the round glass.  “What?  I don’t see anything,” he said. 
 
    “There,” Hewitt pointed.  “Out toward Orion.  Her ship, just like you described it.” 
 
    Then Mack saw it, a small speck in the dark sky.  Cat’s ship had only a dull reflection, outshined by true stars.  Mack squinted to make out the details.  “Blast it all!” he said, once he saw she’d brought the opaque orb, that doomsday device that had swallowed up countless sims already. 
 
    “And there they go,” Hewitt said, now sounding passive, unemotional. 
 
    “There what go?” Jaron asked. 
 
    “The stars,” Hewitt sighed. 
 
    “We gotta do something,” Mack said. 
 
    “There’s no time for Project Sitting Duck,” Hewitt said.  “And even if we could send over a nuke now, what would it matter?  She wouldn’t know what we did until after she’d already destroyed our simulation.” 
 
    “Fire on her!” Kenna said, suddenly awake with rage. 
 
    Hewitt shook his head.  “With what?  We’re a mining orbiter, not a military installation.  We’re not armed with anything that could touch her.” 
 
    Mack moved toward the door.  “How much time do we have?” he asked Hewitt. 
 
    “Um, maybe five minutes.  That’s a rough guess, but by the percent of the stars that are gone already, I’d say that’s a generous estimate.” 
 
    “Kenna, Jaron—come with me,” Mack said, opening the door.     
 
    “Where are you going?” Hewitt asked incredulously. 
 
    “We’re going to stop her,” Mack answered. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “With a ship.” 
 
    “But you can’t reach her in time.” 
 
    “I don’t have to reach her—I just have to get close enough to blast her.  That’s all,” Mack said. 
 
    “But with what?” Hewitt whined.  He seemed more vexed by Mack’s irrationality than by their impending doom. 
 
    “I’ll figure something out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 26 
 
    “I’LL OVERWRITE YOU.  Just tell me how.”  It was another lie, another attempt to get off the wall and escape.  If Taven could just get down, he could jump away.   
 
    “That isn’t important,” Eleazar said.  “Not yet.  How to do it isn’t as important as why to do it.”  He paused.  “Have you ever lost someone, Taven?” 
 
    “Sure.  Everyone has.” 
 
    “No.  Not your grandmother.  Not an uncle.  Someone close?” 
 
    “My father.  When I was a kid.” 
 
    “How did he die?” Eleazar asked with what sounded like genuine concern. 
 
    “He was an astro-miner.  Same as me.  He didn’t make it back from one of his assignments.” 
 
    “Workplace hazard?” 
 
    “Something like that.”  Taven didn’t like dragging up his father’s memory, as dim as it was. 
 
    “And how have you explained this to yourself?  Please don’t tell me you said something like, everything happens for a reason, or that you called on some deity to make it right some day.  Please don’t say you had faith.”   
 
    The last word rumbled with inhuman resonance.  Taven didn’t answer, and that seemed to suit his captor just fine.   
 
    “Because the blame for your loss,” Eleazar continued, “for the countless losses experienced around the Sim-Verse every single day, lies at the feet of one group.” 
 
    Taven was repulsed.  Eleazar was increasingly sounding like any number of history’s scapegoat accusing, genocidal despots.    
 
    Eleazar came closer, and Taven had the strange sense that the man was trying to smell him, like they were both animals.  But soon he realized Eleazar was listening, awaiting a guess from his trapped pupil. 
 
    “Why don’t you just tell me so we can get this over with,” Taven said, his frustration giving him courage.   
 
    A smile came across the old Gatekeeper’s face.  “The Makers,” he pronounced, his smile vanishing as he said it.  “He, she, they—whoever they were.  Whoever they are, they must answer for their crimes.” 
 
    Now he just sounded like a lunatic, Taven thought.  There goes trying to reason with him. 
 
    “Do you know what is common everywhere you go in the Sim-Verse?” Eleazar asked.  He didn’t wait long before answering his own question.  “Pain.  Suffering.  Meaningless loss.  It’s embedded in the nature of being itself, Taven.  You can’t exist in this simulated universe without being pierced to the core, at least once in your poor excuse for a life.  It’s why they made us, why they created the Sim-Verse in the first place.  To make us suffer.” 
 
    Taven wasn’t expecting that answer.  “But why?  Why would they make an entire Sim-Verse to make people hurt?  Don’t we bring most of it on ourselves?” he reasoned. 
 
    A chuckle came from his captor.  “Isn’t that twisted?  But it’s oh so common—to blame ourselves.  We didn’t create this world, Taven.  We were born into it, along with all the horrors of existence.  And what do we get for our trouble?  Hmm?”  The blind man turned his head and cupped his ear as if he strained to hear Taven’s mute response. 
 
    Then with more inhuman resonance, Eleazar shouted, “We get to die!  That’s what.  After the Makers have milked enough pain out of us, after we’ve sufficiently been drained, our reward is to get to cease to be.  That’s it.  That’s all we get.” 
 
    Taven wanted to argue, wanted to say that there could be meaning in life, that love and joy—as scarce as they sometimes were—were possible.  But he knew better.  This wasn’t going well, and pushing back might dash his only chance of escape. 
 
    “So, what do we do about it?” Taven asked, trying to sound interested. 
 
    “We hold them to account.  That’s what.”  Eleazar turned his back on the victim in his web.  “My ascendency,” he recalled, “has taken thousands of years.  I was certain of it.  I knew the day would come.  But there was no way I could predict when.  Don’t misunderstand me, Taven,” he said, turning back to face him.  “I appreciate what you’ve done.  You’ve brought me the news I’ve been waiting for.  And on top of that, you’ve brought me partial restoration.  Not only am I free to escape from this banishment, but after you have overwritten your Gatekeeper code onto me, my abilities will be restored.” 
 
    “Then why all this?” Taven pleaded.  “Why are my shoulders pinned against the wall?” 
 
     “Because partial restoration is not the same as restitution.  There is a debt to be paid by those who put us in this torment.  We are climbing together, rising as one to defy the Makers.  We will demand answers, that the Sim-Verse be set right, that we be granted lives absent the misery they’ve embedded.  And if they won’t answer or won’t commiserate—”  His face twisted into a snarl, and his resonant tone returned, “Then we will destroy it all.” 
 
    There was a long pause, and once Taven realized it, he scrambled to say something.  “I’ll help you,” he said. 
 
    A chuckle turned into a dark laugh.  “Now, you’re not even trying, my son,” Eleazar said.  “You don’t have to tell me when you’re ready.  I’ll know.” 
 
    Eleazar turned and faced Taven head on.  He lifted both hands again as if to conduct an orchestra.  Taven felt the pressure that went through his shoulder blades shift, like someone was squeezing out grease from a tube.  The pressure moved through his arms and down through his legs until reaching his wrists and ankles.   
 
    “And now, to expedite your conditioning,” Eleazar say.  “For you to truly see, you must awake from your delusion and become conscious of your suffering.”  Eleazar yanked his hands apart like he was snapping a rope, and Taven felt like his body was being pulled apart. 
 
    Taven tried to speak, tried to stop him somehow.  But all that came out was an agonizing cry.  Then the pain stopped, and Taven realized he was out of breath, the stress instantly depleting all his oxygen reserves.    
 
    “That’s closer,” Eleazar said.   
 
    Taven opened his eyes and gazed onto his blind torturer who had his head tilted to one side, like he was listening for something.  His hands were still raised, and Taven realized that he was holding him to the wall and could pull like that again at any moment.   
 
    Suddenly, a slew of memories flashed through Taven’s mind—unpleasant, dark days he had tried to forget: his mother breaking down at the news of his father’s death, all the fights he and Amy had had, the time Evelynn was hospitalized as a baby, the astro-mining accident that had given him the gash on his cheek.  Each was an individual frame, a fractionalized memory lasting only an instant.  But the emotions each frame aroused weren’t fractionalized.  They came to the surface in full force.   
 
    Tears rolled down Taven’s cheeks, the chaos and hurt too great to bear straight faced.   
 
    “Ah, that’s more like it,” the blind Gatekeeper said, smiling. 
 
    “Get out of my head!” Taven yelled. 
 
    Eleazar’s deranged looking grin held fast a moment longer.  Then he bellowed, “Never!”  And Taven knew he meant it.  For as long as Eleazar had him, Taven would never be left alone.  The mental and physical hooks inside him were permanent. 
 
    Searing pain shot through Taven as Eleazar resumed stretching him, tighter and tighter.  Each time Taven thought he was at his breaking point, Eleazar took him a step further, revealing new, previously unknown levels of suffering. 
 
    “I’ll do it!” Taven promised.  This time, he meant it.  For that very moment, anything was worth the cost, so long as his anguish abated. 
 
    And to his surprise, the pain did stop.  Eyes closed, Taven wheezed.  His lungs felt caustic, unable to keep up with the demand for air.   
 
    Before he could recover, Taven felt his body slide against the wall.  He opened his eyes, hoping his tormentor wasn’t starting up again.  Much to his surprise, Taven realized he was sliding down toward the floor.   
 
    Eleazar appeared to struggle, clumsily stepping and stammering.  And even though his captor still had his hands raised, Taven felt his own arms and legs release from the wall right as he landed on the floor.   
 
    Stunned, he watched as the blind Gatekeeper swiveled around, revealing a single shard of ceramic pottery lodged between his shoulder blades.  Eleazar grabbed at it, futilely, and with each attempt, the circular wine-red stain spread further across his white linen shirt.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 27 
 
    “WHAT’S THE PLAN?” Jaron asked nervously. 
 
    Mack’s attention was divided, trying to remember how to access all of the St. George’s controls.  After punching thrusters to max, he looked up from the command console and said, “Blast ‘em.  That’s what.” 
 
    Through the helm’s forward observation window, Mack saw their destination, Cat’s ship, barely visible with the naked eye.   
 
    Then, like she’d read Mack’s mind, Kenna said, “Bringing up enemy craft on screen.”  She sat in a systems operator chair, and Mack wondered how a backworlder from a planet where people cooked with their hands could know how to run a ship. 
 
    Cat’s vessel appeared on screen, menacingly large now.  Its design was clearly more sophisticated than the crude rock cruncher they were flying.  Mack stared at the orb.  It was even darker than the disappearing starry sky. 
 
    “Blast them with what?” Jaron asked. 
 
    “We ain’t fancy,” Mack replied, “but one thing a mining ship has plenty of is explosives.” 
 
    Jaron raised his eyebrows, and Mack couldn’t tell if his interest was piqued or if he was underwhelmed.  “Okay, but how are you going to deliver them?” 
 
    For the first time, Mack wondered if they’d made a mistake bringing this newbie along.  He’d been helpful on Kairos, but now he was just getting in the way. 
 
    “In range,” Kenna announced. 
 
    Mack marveled a second time at Kenna’s expertise.  But then he noticed that her screen had automatically prompted her with the information, the same way it did in the Belt after selecting a new rock to smash.   
 
    “I’ll show you,” Mack said, finally answering Jaron. 
 
    Mack looked down at his command display and toggled to the detonators tab.  For a split second, he feared that no one had restocked the launch tubes after the last mining expedition.  But there on his screen glowed six charges ready to launch. 
 
    Mack smashed the screen hard.  “See how she likes it when a world doesn’t just roll over and take it.”   
 
    His screen flashed a warning, the computer assuming Mack had made a mistake launching all six charges.   
 
    “No, honey.  That’s what I want,” Mack said, manually overriding it.  He slapped the screen a second time and immediately heard a buzzing sound followed by six sequential shoops.  Everyone looked out the observation window as six charges raced toward Cat’s ship.  
 
    “Bringing them on screen,” Kenna announced.  The picture changed to a computer-generated image, the six charges in formation blinking red.  Cat’s ship was represented by a simple circle on the grid map. 
 
    Mack suddenly exhaled, gasping for air.  He realized he had been holding his breath.  But no one reacted; they were too entranced by the two-dimensional spectacle on screen. 
 
    The blinking dots moved into a wider pattern, and Mack couldn’t suppress a smile.  That ought to make things interesting for ole green eyes, he thought. 
 
    Then, seconds before impact, the blinking lights disappeared.  “Bringing up visual,” Kenna said. 
 
    But Mack already knew what had happened.  Through the observation window, he saw the explosions, and in the center of them was Cat’s ship, still untouched. 
 
    “Blast it!” Mack yelled.  “That should have worked.” 
 
    “Clearly, it didn’t,” Jaron said.  “Cat’s ship shot them down before impact.” 
 
    Mack felt like slugging him.  “With what?” he asked. 
 
    “Blasters,” Jaron said like it was the most obvious thing in the Sim-Verse. 
 
    “Now you tell me,” Mack said.  “We gotta get closer.  If we launch more at point-blank range, there’s no way she can target them all.” 
 
    Jaron stepped to the window and quickly peeked out.  “I’m not sure there’s time for all that.  Not at the speed we’re traveling.  Looks like she’s wrapped up half the stars already.” 
 
    “Then we’ll go faster,” Mack growled. 
 
    “Thrusters are at full capacity,” Kenna reported.  Mack didn’t have to see her screen to know she was right.   
 
    “Then we’ll turn on the ion propulsion.” 
 
    Jaron gave another dubious glance.  Gone, it seemed, was the carefree nutjob they’d met in Kairos.  And in his place was an increasingly annoying know-it-all.   
 
    “How long will that take to make a difference?” Jaron asked, and Mack knew Jaron already knew the answer.  Ion propulsion was super-efficient, but it functioned along an exponential curve, starting slowly before reaching meaningful speeds after hours or days.   
 
    “We just need more power,” Mack complained.  Instantly, he and Kenna exchanged knowing glances.   
 
    “Where is the ion engine core?” she asked. 
 
    Mack toggled through his console, bringing up a schematic of the ship.  It appeared on screen.  “We passed it on our way up,” he said. 
 
    Straightway, Kenna rose and ran toward the helm’s exit.  “Kenna,” Mack said, stopping her.  He locked eyes with her and thought it might be for the last time if this didn’t work.  “Stay on the comm,” he said.  “If it gets too hot, we’ll have to dial it down.” 
 
    She didn’t answer, just turned and vanished. 
 
    “Look,” Jaron said, pointing out the window, “they shot down those charges like they were nothing.  This isn’t going to work.” 
 
    “Maybe it doesn’t have to,” Mack said.  Jaron raised another eyebrow.  This time Mack knew it was from genuine surprise. 
 
    Mack punched his command console screen, and the ship suddenly lunged, causing them to nearly fall. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Jaron protested. 
 
    Mack didn’t answer.  He swallowed hard before grabbing the manual control stick.  It resembled the ones in slicers, those single occupant speedy craft he was so familiar with.  But the St. George was orders of magnitude larger than a slicer.   
 
    He grabbed the stick, shut off the engines, and turned the ship to starboard using the directional thrusters.  Gone from view was Cat’s vessel.  Jaron ran along the perimeter, chasing the view of the enemy ship from one observation window to the next.   
 
    Once Mack had turned the St. George all the way around—Cat’s ship was now behind them—they came to a stop. 
 
    “I didn’t mean we should just give up,” Jaron pleaded. 
 
    Mack smirked.  “If you can’t fight fair, fight dirty.”  Then he hit the comm.  “Kenna, are you there?” 
 
    “I have arrived at the core,” she answered. 
 
    “Give ‘er all you got.” 
 
    Then Mack grabbed another set of controls adjacent to the manual stick.  A deep roar commenced, causing more outbursts from Jaron.  But soon he quieted as it became apparent what Mack’s plan was. 
 
    Behind them, the aft observation window no longer showed Cat’s vessel.  It was blocked by the opening jaws of the St. George’s empty receiving bay.   
 
    Mack pulled up the camera view of Cat’s ship and then checked the ion core.  It was white hot from Kenna’s powerful discharge.  He grabbed the control stick, readying himself. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you let the computer do that?” Jaron asked. 
 
    “Couldn’t if my life depended on it.”  Mack said.  Then he caught himself.  His life did depend on it.  “The computer thinks we’re in collection mode, like we got slicers out there depositing rock.  With the jaws open like this, I have to fly it manually.” 
 
    Mack got on the comm.  “Kenna, I’m kicking on the ion core.  Hang on.” 
 
    “Wait.  Won’t the receiving bay doors block the ion beam?” Jaron interjected.  “And won’t turning them on just send us in the wrong direction?” 
 
    “Not if we point them forward,” Mack said, punching commands to reverse the ion jets.  Then he mashed another tab and let out a celebratory holler as he felt the immediate jolt of the engines coming online.  With the help of Kenna’s boost to the ion core, the St. George flew with its jaws open wide faster and faster toward Cat’s ship.   
 
    “She might shoot down some puny detonator charges,” Mack shouted over the roar of the engines.  “But let’s see how she handles a megaton of manganese steel!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 28 
 
    “REPORT,” CAT DEMANDED. 
 
    Over the vid-screen that communicated across simulations, Mikel looked disheveled.  “The prisoners,”—he coughed—“haven’t been recaptured.” 
 
    “You mean you let them escape,” Cat corrected.  “Never mind.  We are in position now.  Their world will soon be extinguished.”   
 
    She left the vid-screen on but glanced over, monitoring her ship’s on-screen readouts.  She saw the single ship that had launched explosives at them.  So far it had been this world’s only attempt at defending itself.  Her ship’s computer and crew had successfully quelled the attack, but it was a closer call than she would have liked.   
 
    Seeming to sense Cat’s concern, one of the Kairosian techs spoke up.  “Sovereign, extraction will be complete before the enemy ship is close enough to make any more trouble.” 
 
    Ordinarily, Cat would have chastised the insolent tech for speaking out of turn.  But she let it go. 
 
    “Keep monitoring,” she said.  “Just because their volley failed once doesn’t mean they won’t try it again.”   
 
    Her order was given out of principle, to train her techs to always anticipate an enemy’s next move.  But the truth was there was no way the single ship could reach them in time.  She had slowed this sim down, and the orb would wipe it out long before the ship had a chance to strike again.  
 
    Still on the vid-screen, Mikel feebly asked, “Is there anything else?” 
 
    Cat snapped back.  “No.  That’s all.”  She looked away again and, after a moment, was surprised to notice Mikel hadn’t signed off.   
 
    “What is it?” she asked, her patience wearing thin.   
 
    “Nothing,” he bumbled.  “It’s just—forgive me for saying this, Sovereign, but I’ve never seen you like this before.” 
 
    “Like what?” she demanded, her voice rising. 
 
    His voice rose too, but it wasn’t the sound of defiance.  Rather, it was the whine of a blathering weakling, and for a moment Cat considered replacing him when she returned to Kairos. 
 
    “Everything—all is going according to plan,” Mikel said.  “It’s just—well, you seem worried.  That’s all.”  
 
    “That’s all, is it?” she said quickly.  Then she felt her anger fade as her mind drifted.  “I’m fine,” she said after a long moment.  “Thank you for your concern.”   
 
    She saw a wave of relief come over Mikel’s face, and she wondered if it was because he had been truly concerned for her or if it was merely because he had escaped her wrath.       
 
    She clicked off the trans-sim comm and stared back at the frozen ship.  Then she whispered, “I guess I was just hoping to see an old friend today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 29 
 
    “BOY.  BOY!” ELEAZAR yelled. 
 
    Isham didn’t answer.  Instead, he ran forward to Taven.  “You must go now while you still have a chance,” Isham said.  Taven noticed Isham kept his eyes closed. 
 
    “You did that?” Taven asked as Isham helped him to his feet.  Taven studied the broken pieces of pottery on the floor.  They had shattered earlier when Eleazar had first smashed him up against the wall.  The missing piece to that never-to-be-solved puzzle was now deeply lodged in the old man’s back.  
 
    “It won’t kill him,” Isham said.  “Nothing here will, but it buys you some time.  You must hurry.” 
 
    Eleazar continued yelling for his servant.  But with each shout, his voice changed.  He no longer sounded like an old, frail man in need.  Increasingly, his voice rang with a diabolic resonance.     
 
    Quickly, Taven imagined the Braun Orbiter and opened a portal. 
 
    “No, you cannot go,” declared Eleazar.  Taven watched as the blind man reached out his hand as if to grab his fleeing foe, but with Isham’s eyes still firmly shut, Eleazar moved in the wrong direction. 
 
    Taven whispered.  “You first,” nodding toward the bright disk. 
 
    “No,” Isham said.  “I’m already dead, but you’re not.  You have a chance.  You can stop him someday, but you have to go now.  I can’t keep him in the dark much longer.”  
 
    “If I can stop him someday, that means I can protect you.  Come with me.” 
 
    “It’s too late.” 
 
    “Those are his thoughts, not yours,” Taven said, pointing at the infuriated, stumbling despot.  “It’s only too late if you say it is.”   
 
    Isham’s silence told Taven he was considering the idea.  “Come on,” Taven said, grabbing Isham’s rigid shoulders with both hands.   
 
    “No!” shrieked Eleazar. 
 
    Taven felt Isham’s resistance give way.  “So be it,” Isham said, and together they jumped through the portal.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 30 
 
    “EASY.  PUT THOSE down.  He’s with me,” Taven told the Meyer Corp security guards. 
 
    “We need to run that up the chain of command,” said one of them, motioning to another to use the wired telephone on the wall. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” bellowed General Stafford.  He half marched, half ran to Taven and Isham.  “I’m glad to see you,” he told Taven. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.  This is—” 
 
    “There’s little time,” Stafford said.  “Come to the observation window and see for yourself.” 
 
    Taven knew what that meant, but he held onto hope.  No one had said her name yet. 
 
    They reached the window of the jumper bay and Stafford raised his long finger and jammed it angrily into the glass.  “Cat’s ship,” he said.  “It’s eating up our space-time or some other nonsensical sounding thing Hewitt said.  Point is, she’s here and she’s draining us.” 
 
    “She’s also slowed us down,” Isham said.  How exactly he knew this was unclear to Taven.   
 
    “Then they’ve got even less chance,” Hewitt said from behind them.   
 
    “Who?” Taven asked, looking more closely out the window.   
 
    “The St. George,” Stafford said. 
 
    “Mack, Kenna, and Jaron are on it,” Hewitt added. 
 
    Taven didn’t recognize the last name, but there was no time to clarify.  Hewitt and Stafford talked over each other, trying to explain all that had happened while Taven had been gone.   
 
    Taven raised his hands, silencing them.  Then he listened.  Gone was the usual ringing in his ears.  In its place was a low, hollow hum that seemed to originate from beneath the floor.   
 
    He closed his eyes and imagined grabbing the pitch.  He pulled on it, but unlike when Eleazar had shown him how in the mine, the sound felt impossibly heavy.  He pulled harder, as if with both hands, and the sound rose sharply.   
 
    “It’s beginning to work,” Isham said, “but only locally.  You need to project it outward to engulf our ship and—if you can—the enemy ship as well.” 
 
    Taven yanked harder like he was trying to remove an object stuck deep in frozen ground.  He felt the muscles in his abdomen strain against the opposing tension in his back.  This time, the pitch rose more slowly, but he managed to raise it higher, closer to the ceiling.  Then he imagined the sound moving outward, especially toward the St. George. 
 
    “It is beginning to work,” Hewitt said gleefully. 
 
    “How can you tell?” Stafford asked. 
 
    “The disappearance of the stars is slowing down,” Hewitt said, pointing. 
 
    “That’s it,” Isham coached.  “You’re doing it.” 
 
    “It’s hard,” Taven exhaled.   
 
    “That’s because she’s opposing you,” Isham said.  “It’s going to be this way, but it’s our only chance.” 
 
    Taven kept his eyes closed, fearing he’d lose his grip if he didn’t.  He kept pushing, and he imagined he was capable of overpowering her, that his superior physical strength somehow equated into greater ability to exert his Gatekeeper powers. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” Isham said, sounding alarmed. 
 
    “What is it?” Taven asked. 
 
    There was no response for a few seconds.  Then Isham said, “She’s attempting a parley.” 
 
    “A what?” Stafford asked. 
 
    Isham ignored the general and spoke to Taven.  “It’s like what Eleazar did, where he brought you.  It’s only possible between Gatekeepers.” 
 
    Taven didn’t need the reminder.  Not only had Eleazar taken him to a parley, but Cat had done the same after she’d trained him on the beach sub sim.   
 
    “Taven, you must be cautious,” Isham warned. 
 
    “Wait, I have to do this?” Taven replied.  “Don’t I get a choice?” 
 
    Isham didn’t answer.  “You can survive this,” he said.  “But whatever you do—” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 31 
 
     “WHATEVER I DO, what?” Taven repeated frustratedly.  He noticed his own voice sounded different—thin and quiet.  No one answered.  He opened his eyes and realized it had already happened.  White walls, like sheets of clouds, surrounded him.  Then he heard footsteps.  He twisted in all directions.  They sounded impossibly close, like they were his very own. 
 
    Finally, he triangulated the source of the echoless, present clip clopping.  He stared through the fog, searching for a figure.  But all he saw for several seconds was a glowing green light that shimmered as if under a foot of ice.  Then the lights became clearer, more focused, and he knew they were Cat’s eyes, that she was staring back at him.   
 
    He remembered how Eleazar had shown him the edges of the parley, how they were impermeable.  They had felt like he was pushing two magnets of the same polarity against each other.  Now Taven wondered how Cat was passing through the fog. 
 
    Finally, she stepped through, appearing in full form.  Taven’s heart skipped a beat.  He had thought he’d want to attack her, to kill her—if that were possible here—and stop this nightmare once and for all.  But instead, he felt an old feeling resurface, one that he’d thought had burned up in Jupiter’s atmosphere along with the Hudson. 
 
    “Cat,” he mouthed unintentionally. 
 
    She didn’t move.  She simply stood there in the same summer dress she’d worn the day he’d walked to her house inside the Construct, over the sandy mountain and onto the dune beach.  Back then he’d thought she was Ferah.  But Cat had been underneath that ruse, a beautiful, lonely rebel Gatekeeper.   
 
    They were sizing each other up, he decided, silently rekindling memories and reappraising each other.  He recalled the time they’d spent together, the sadness in her eyes when he’d first rejected her in the Hudson.  He thought of the training he’d received from her at the beach sub sim and how later she’d abandoned him in Meta. 
 
    “Why, Cat?” he asked. 
 
    “Nice to see you too,” she said softly. 
 
    He gave her an incredulous look, and she said, “What?  Can’t an old friend pay you a visit?” 
 
    “Friends don’t destroy your simulation.  And they don’t leave you for dead after tricking you into murdering a whole city full of people, either.” 
 
    “Gatekeepers,” she corrected, “not people.  And they deserved it.  My only regret—besides not knowing if I could trust you with the truth—was that they couldn’t all awaken in time to witness their own destruction.”   
 
    The darkness inside her was clear.  She had no remorse. 
 
    “Whatever they did to you,” he said, pointing his finger, “they didn’t all deserve to die.” 
 
    “You’re so sure?” 
 
    “Even if they did deserve to die—and I don’t think they did—I know the billions of people you’ve killed since then didn’t deserve it.”   
 
    She looked down and stepped toward him.  “You’re not seeing clearly, Taven.”  She reached her hand toward him like she was going to place it on his shoulder.   
 
    He stepped back quickly.  “Don’t touch me,” he warned.  He remembered the way she’d made him feel once, how he’d lost all concern for anyone and anything else.  He wasn’t under her spell now, and he wanted to keep it that way. 
 
    She withdrew her hand slowly and turned her back to him.  It was a disarming gesture.  She was at ease, unthreatened by Taven.  And it seemed she knew something he didn’t, something that meant he shouldn’t be threatened by her, either. 
 
    “Do you remember this place?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course,” he said.  He started to add that Eleazar had taken him here too but decided not to share secrets with his enemy. 
 
    “This,” she said, raising both hands palms up, “is what started it all.  The Makers gave the Gatekeepers this ability, albeit with limited application.” 
 
    Taven had heard some of this before, but he kept quiet. 
 
    “Time essentially stands still here,” she said. 
 
    “I remember,” he said.  Taven was confused.  He’d been ready for a fight, but it seemed all she wanted to do was talk.  “It’s like a sub sim,” he added. 
 
    She turned back, facing him.  “No, not really.  Subs run faster than primaries.  The constructs inside Meta did the same.  But this is different.  We are traveling, living if you will, faster than the speed of light.” 
 
    That didn’t sound right, and Taven thought she was playing games again.  “If we are traveling faster than light, how is it I can see you?  Light appears to be shining here just fine.”  He wasn’t sure his rebuttal was rational—it had been a long time since he’d been in a physics class—but he knew what she’d said didn’t make sense. 
 
    “Your paradigm is too small, Taven.  You’re thinking like someone inside a primary sim, someone with no knowledge of the Sim-Verse, the Makers, or base reality.” 
 
    “Care to enlighten me?” he said sarcastically.  “Or did you drag me here just to insult my intelligence?”   
 
    She looked injured by the accusation.  “All I’m saying is that a parley is unique in the Sim-Verse.  It’s a place where the difference between energy and material existence break down.  It operates inside the quantum field, by the same forces which allow instantaneous communication between entangled particles that are lightyears apart.  Here we are bound not by the speed of light but by information, by the speed of thought itself.       
 
    She stepped closer.  “Taven, in the time we’ve been here, not even a millisecond in your primary sim has passed.”    
 
    That sounded impressive, but this wasn’t Taven’s first encounter with relativity.  “Yeah, but that’s like the Construct and every sub sim we’ve been in,” he said.  “The time I spent inside the Hudson—what felt like days—only minutes had passed.” 
 
    She smiled without showing her teeth.  “If what we did inside the Hudson Construct had been here,” she said, “only a blink of an eye would have passed in your world.” 
 
    That was a big difference, Taven realized.  “But how?” 
 
    “It requires immense energy,” she said.  “The Makers made this for us, a place to pause and regroup while policing the Sim-Verse.  But because parleys require so much energy, they designed them to be like this: safe, small, comfortable—but without incentives that might tempt us to stay here longer.  After all, they wanted us to get back to work, not to stay here indefinitely.” 
 
    “Then I don’t understand,” Taven said.  “What’s it matter to you?” 
 
    “Immortality,” she said.  “Or as close as anyone could ever ask for.  A life incalculably longer than what might occur inside a sub or Meta’s constructs.” 
 
    “But you already had that as a Gatekeeper,” he replied.  “If you don’t die, what’s the difference?  I mean, forever is forever.  Why does it matter how fast you’re running?” 
 
    She nodded approvingly.  “We’re getting somewhere, Taven.  But you’re forgetting two things.  First, life as a Gatekeeper comes at a cost.  The Makers didn’t give us a chance at immortality just to be nice.  We had a job to do.  We policed the Sim-Verse, kept people from moving from one primary sim to another.  They gave us long life because it was far simpler to keep a Gatekeeper than to recruit and train a new one.  Remember, we didn’t have to learn to navigate through one world, one life—we had to learn to traverse thousands upon thousands of them.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that just because Gatekeepers had a job to do, just because they couldn’t endlessly hide inside their chosen constructs, that it was somehow unfair?  You think that justifies what you’ve done?” 
 
    Her expression of approval vanished, but she didn’t look incensed; she looked beaten.  He imagined she’d had this same argument with other Gatekeepers long ago and had also been unable to convince them. 
 
    “I think in your sim,” she said quietly, “they called it Murphy’s Law.”    
 
    Taven didn’t like the way she talked about his world in the past tense.  “Anything that can happen will happen, given enough time,” he said. 
 
    “And time is something we had plenty of, relatively speaking,” she said, now more defiant in tone.  “But it was only a matter of time before we made a mistake outside of Meta.  Thousands of your years could pass first, but we all had it coming, eventually.  I saw it with my own eyes.  Friends and lovers alike lost their lives doing the Makers’ bidding.  And for what?  Why?” 
 
    Taven didn’t have an answer.  “It beats the alternative,” he said.  “At least you had such long lives.  Shouldn’t you—”  He corrected himself.  “Shouldn’t we be grateful?” 
 
    She laughed.  “You’re so young.  I wish you could see what it was like.  You think you love people now.  You think you know people.  Wait ten thousand years, after you’ve had countless adventures together, after someone knows every part of you and you no longer even think of them as someone else.  They become you.”  She paused.  “And then they die.”  She snapped her fingers.  “Gone.  Forever.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he admitted.  “I don’t know what that’s like.  But I do know what it’s like to lose someone you love.” 
 
    “Your father?” she asked. 
 
    He was stunned.  He didn’t remember telling her about him, and he wondered if she was in his head the way Eleazar had been. 
 
    “Yes.  And others.  The point is that those worlds you’re wiping out—they’re full of people.  Nothing you say can justify your actions.” 
 
    She sighed.  “It’s impossible for you to understand.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    “I have been,” she said with a tired look.  “Ones and zeros.  That’s what you called people once.”   
 
    “If we’re in a simulated universe, then yes, that’s what we are,” he said.  “But that’s all of us.  You and me included.  If anything matters, it’s people.” 
 
    She laughed.  “How can people matter?  They’re just energy signatures, built out of the same material as the rest of the Sim-Verse.  It’s all a façade.” 
 
    He felt like he was grasping at straws.  “But still, it’s wrong.  You have to know it deep down.” 
 
    “So, it’s okay for the Makers to set up the rules, to make arbitrary limits on lifespan, to create sims full of danger and disease.  When they kill your family, when they set it all in motion before you’re even born and then step away and let us suffer and die, then it’s just.  When there’s no higher purpose, or if there is one, no one’s taking the time to tell us about it—then it’s okay.  But if I come along with a plan, with a way to shape the Sim-Verse into something better, something without pain, without death, that cost some ones and zeros that were going to disappear with time anyway—somehow that’s wrong?” 
 
    Taven didn’t like it.  He knew she was wrong, but he didn’t know how to refute her argument.  “What gives you the right to play God?” he offered. 
 
    “The same thing that gives the Makers the right,” she answered quickly, like she’d practiced this conversation ahead of time. 
 
    He stammered, not understanding her meaning. 
 
    “The right to rule has always come down to one thing, Taven.”  She leaned in closer, and he found himself caught in her gaze, distracted by its intensity.  “Power.  Might.  Will.  Those who rule choose to.  They don’t wait for permission.  They do it, and they don’t apologize.” 
 
    He felt her brush up against him, her dress against his pantlegs.  Then her hands touched his at his sides, and the same warmth he’d experienced with her before began rising up his arms. 
 
    “We have a chance to rebuild the Sim-Verse,” she said.  “We can do it better.” 
 
    “To what end?” he asked feebly, his mind and body beginning to sway. 
 
    “After energy from the rest of the primary simulations have been consolidated,” she said, “we can create whatever we like within the parley.  It’s as wide-open, as infinite to us, as any construct or sub sim.  And it will last longer than we can imagine.  No more sorrow.  No more conflict, pain, or death.” 
 
    “Heaven,” he whispered. 
 
    “If you come with me.” 
 
    The sensation continued to rise, like warm water filling up a bath, until it was up to his chin and about to cover him completely. 
 
    “I can’t,” he said.  He almost didn’t recognize his words, where they’d come from.  And then images emerged onto his mind’s eye.  “My family.  I can’t.” 
 
    The warmth stopped rising, and he stared into Cat’s eyes that glistened with what he believed were tears forming.  He’d been here before, twice actually.  He felt regret at causing her pain, and he had no desire for the bliss she was sharing with him to recede.   
 
    “If you won’t rule with me,” she said softly before her face twisted, “then you’ll be ruled by me.”   
 
    Suddenly, she pulled back her hands from his and raised her right arm.  A blinding white light shone from it, like the energy blades from the mech suits, except the light was so bright he couldn’t make out its form. 
 
    She reached down and jammed her fist into his stomach.  He felt something deep inside, pain in places he’d never felt anything before. 
 
    Her fist still in his abdomen, she kissed him on the mouth.  And as her lips left his, she withdrew her fist, and the pain inside Taven grew tenfold. 
 
    He tried to speak, tried to beg for mercy, but there was no air in his lungs. 
 
    “What a waste,” she said as he doubled over in agony.  “We could have been lovers,” she added, “forever.”  Then she turned her back on him and disappeared into the mist. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    “—DON’T LET HER touch you.  Do you understand?” Isham warned.  
 
    Back at Meyer Corp headquarters, Taven collapsed onto the floor. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Hewitt asked, seeming more puzzled than concerned.   
 
    Isham froze for a second, like he was checking something.  Then he said, “It’s already happened.” 
 
    “What has?” Hewitt asked. 
 
    “The parley,” Isham answered, dropping to the floor and placing a caring hand on Taven who writhed uncontrollably. 
 
    “Amazing!” Hewitt exclaimed, moving quickly to the window.  He pointed out and said, “Their meeting already took place, and Cat’s back aboard her ship.  It must have only lasted milliseconds.  I didn’t even see a flash.” 
 
    “There,” Isham pronounced, not responding to Hewitt’s comments.  Taven’s convulsions slowed, and Isham helped him sit upright. 
 
    “You, um…fixed him?” Stafford asked. 
 
    “I did what I could,” Isham said, “But the wound is serious.  He’s still actively fighting her, keeping her from slowing down this sim.” 
 
    Hewitt glanced back out the window.  “I can see that.  The St. George is still advancing, and the stars aren’t all gone yet.” 
 
    “But I can’t heal him completely until he stops using his Gatekeeper abilities,” Isham explained. 
 
    “But if he stops … ”  Hewitt for once caught himself before saying something daft.  
 
    “Have to give them time to stop her,” Taven said through clinched teeth. 
 
    “Can he last that long?” Stafford asked. 
 
    Isham didn’t answer but turned back to Taven and whispered.  “You’ve got to stop so I can heal you.” 
 
    “No.  I’m not going to let her get away with this,” Taven groaned. 
 
    “You need to let me do this,” Isham said.  “If you wait too long, you’ll die.” 
 
    “I’ll die—we’ll all die—if I don’t.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    “HEY, MOMMA.  WHAT’S your status?” 
 
    “I am continuing to heat the ion core,” Kenna said with a strained tone over the comm.  “How close are we?” 
 
    “Almost there,” Mack answered.  “You hang on, okay?” 
 
    “For Iris!” Kenna shouted with unusual emotion in her voice.  Mack turned off his comm and listened to the satisfactory hum of the engines. 
 
    Jaron, standing with arms crossed, stared at Cat’s ship onscreen and shook his head. 
 
    “What?” Mack demanded, maintaining his grip of the manual control stick as they backed the rock cruncher toward Cat’s ship. 
 
    “She’s lying,” Jaron said.  At first Mack thought he was talking about Cat until Jaron added, “The core’s temp is starting to cool.  Kenna’s losing her focus.” 
 
    Mack glanced down at the data on his command console.  “But we’re faster now than we were—” 
 
    “That’s because ion propulsion only takes a moderate amount of energy to compound it’s speed.  We’re accelerating but not at the rate we have been.” 
 
    “Well, it’ll have to be enough,” Mack retorted.  He was getting a little tired of Jaron’s whiny comments, and he wondered where the carefree inmate was that he and Kenna had rescued.  It seemed like Jaron had reverted to some anal-retentive former version of himself now that he was off Kairos.  Or maybe it was just because he thought they were all about to die. 
 
    Just then a low sustained rumble shook the ship.  Mack looked to Jaron who was stooped over a tech console. 
 
    “They’re firing on us now,” Jaron said without looking up from his screen.  “Her ship is opening up its defensive batteries.” 
 
    Mack felt the rumble reverberate through the floor and his seat.  After a moment, he smiled.  “They’ll have to do more than that.  That’s manganese steel they’re trying to bust.”  His plan was working. 
 
    Just then Mack saw flashes of light outside the port and starboard windows.  His first thought was that a Gatekeeper was jumping through, and he immediately thought of Taven.   
 
    “Looks like we have company,” Jaron announced. 
 
    “Put it onscreen,” Mack said.   
 
    Jaron did, and Mack saw a small swarm of red dots approaching the St. George.  Then more flashes of light zipped past both sides of the ship. 
 
    “Fighters,” Mack groaned. 
 
    “Looks like she scrambled them all,” Jaron complained.  He frustratedly punched through multiple control tabs on his console.  “Doesn’t this ship have any defensive weaponry?” 
 
    The St. George continued to rumble from Cat’s blasters firing into its open jaws.  “We’ve got a hardened hull to keep stray rock from putting us out of commission in the Belt,” Mack offered.   
 
    He watched anxiously as some of the fighters turned back and began an assault run on the ship’s starboard side.  The ship shook as the fighters delivered their charged payloads.   
 
    After the first wave passed, Mack said with more confidence, “Besides, I always say the best defense is a good offense.” 
 
    Then he reached down and flipped a toggle switch, one of the few manual, non-computerized controls.  He then rolled a small throttle lever upward, accompanied by a new engine roar.  It was the St. George’s reverse thrusters, yet to be tapped. 
 
    A loud warning bell sounded with a flashing message on all their screens.  “It says we’re not supposed to do that!” Jaron shrieked.   
 
    “Everybody knows you can run thrusters and ion jets at the same time, at least for short distances,” Mack said.  “All that nonsense is just boiler plate garbage.”  He’d seen Taven do it in the Belt a couple times.  Mack just hoped he’d been paying attention and wasn’t missing something.   
 
    Mack dismissed the warning onscreen just in time to see another wave of red dots attack the St. George.  Then he felt their payloads impact the ship.  This time the rumble was longer, and the overhead lights flickered. 
 
    Mack tensed up, fearing their luck had run out.  But the rumble subsided.  Relieved, he shifted his focus to the image of Cat’s ship onscreen.  “Just a little longer,” he prayed. 
 
    “It’s over,” Jaron declared. 
 
    Mack dismissed the annoyance, focusing on the task at hand: smashing the jaws of the St. George into Cat’s ship. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” Jaron repeated.  “We’re done.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “You’ve got ears, don’t you?” Jaron scolded. 
 
    Mack listened, and his heart sank in synch with the sounds of the engines dropping down. 
 
    “They’re out,” Jaron said.  “And we’re sitting ducks.” 
 
    A siren squealed, this time without a warning onscreen.  But Mack didn’t need it spelled out for him.  “Maybe we’ve still got something,” he thought out loud. 
 
    “They hit us,” Kenna said over the comm. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Mack asked. 
 
    “They hit us.  The core is still intact, but the jets are gone,” Kenna answered. 
 
    Mack had already pulled up ship schematics.  Sure enough, both the thrusters and ion jets blinked red, indicating severe damage. 
 
    “C’mon!” Mack said standing straight up.  He turned to the larger screen on the wall and shook his fist at the image of Cat’s ship.  “The blasted thing is right there.  We can almost touch it.” 
 
    Jaron shook his head, apparently disapproving of the outburst.  Just as Mack thought seriously about sucker punching the jailbird scientist, he was struck by an idea.   
 
    “Tell me about the orb,” he demanded. 
 
    “It devours simulations,” Jaron said like it was a waste of their time.  “What else matters?” 
 
    “No, tell me how it’s handled.  It’s not always attached to Cat’s ship, is it?” 
 
    “On Kairos, the orb is transported manually to the charging station.” 
 
    Mack rushed to a tech console and zoomed in on the orb, bringing it up close enough to examine the two horseshoe arms of the ship which held it.   
 
    Then Mack turned and ran toward the door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Jaron asked. 
 
    “To do what I do best.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 34 
 
    EVERYONE WATCHED AS General Stafford took off his headset.  In the central command room, this was the only part of the Braun Orbiter where wireless transmissions were sent and received.  “That was the board,” he announced.  “They know our predicament and wish us Godspeed.” 
 
    Despite Cat’s invisible knife that slowly sliced inside him, Taven had enough wherewithal to be annoyed by Stafford.  What do CEOs and board members know about stopping a rebel Gatekeeper from swallowing up the Sim-Verse?   
 
    “How is he?” asked Stafford, speaking to Isham as if Taven were unconscious.  Taven figured that was how they saw him.  After all, he was sitting on the floor, and they had had to carry him into the command center.    
 
    “He’s holding on,” Isham answered.  “He’s keeping her from freezing this sim.  But he’s getting weaker, and at some point—if we can’t stop her—he will collapse.  Then it will all be for naught.” 
 
    Stafford picked up his headset, muttering something about getting a status report from the St. George.  But Hewitt, next to the window, stopped him.  “They look stranded,” he said. 
 
    Stafford maneuvered his large frame around the desk chairs and peered through the window.  He cursed, then asked, “Are they frozen?  Are they in her—what did you call it?” 
 
    “Temporal field,” Hewitt answered.  “I don’t think so, but … ” 
 
    They turned to Isham and Taven for answers.  Taven had his eyes closed, concentrating on holding the temporal line that he imagined ended just past the St. George.  Because of the relative nature of spacetime, even within a single simulation, Taven hadn’t noticed that the St. George had stopped moving.  “The ship’s stuck alright,” he reported. 
 
    “Isham?” Stafford said, wanting confirmation. 
 
    The young man stood and looked toward the window.  Stafford and Hewitt both moved to one side as if he needed a clear line of sight.  But Taven knew he didn’t.  Isham had been given partial Gatekeeper abilities by Eleazar.  He had his master’s eyes.  Just then, Taven had a terrifying thought that he struggled to banish: Could Eleazar still see through Isham’s eyes? 
 
    “Taven’s right,” Isham confirmed.  “The craft appears to be stranded, but it’s not because of the temporal field.  Something’s wrong with their ship.” 
 
    The room was still, and Taven grew angry at their indecisiveness.  “Don’t just stand there,” he barked from his place on the floor.  “Send more ships.  See what Mack needs.  Do something!” 
 
    Immediately, Hewitt left the room, and Stafford picked up his headset.  Taven heard him say, “I don’t care what your demands are—get moving!”     
 
    Just then the invisible knife inside Taven seemed to tear deeper, higher into his abdomen.  Taven collapsed flat onto his back.   
 
    Isham squatted down and breathed over him, “I was afraid of this.” 
 
    “What is it?” Taven asked. 
 
    “It’s getting worse.  You have to stop so I can heal you.” 
 
    “Not yet.  Give them more time.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can to slow the damage,” Isham said, placing his hands on Taven as if he was going to perform chest compressions.  “But another slip like that one and … ” 
 
    “Just do it,” Taven insisted.   
 
    Taven closed his eyes in concentration, focusing on the temporal tug of war he and Cat were still in.  The domain over which they fought was too vast to hold in his pain riddled mind.  And he couldn’t overpower her, especially not now.  He chose as a focal point, his old friend and closed his mind’s eye to everything except Mack’s energy signature and the temporal field around it.   
 
    “Come on, Mack,” he whispered. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 35 
 
    IT FELT GOOD to be back in the cockpit of a slicer again.  But there wasn’t time to enjoy it.  Mack’s mind was on the task at hand: slipping out of the St. George unnoticed. 
 
    He touched the release tab with his partially gloved hand, the fingers cut out of the Meyer Corp standard issued garb for this specific purpose.  He watched as the docking bay doors slowly opened.  They made a creaking sound which startled him.  He’d never heard that before, but he’d also never opened the doors with oxygen still inside the bay.  No atmosphere meant no sound.  But today, he had a different plan: He needed the atmosphere inside the bay to jettison him and his slicer out into space.     
 
    The doors stopped squeaking halfway before they were fully open, and Mack’s slicer and most of the contents of the bay began drifting out toward space. 
 
    It was quiet now, like it always was.  Only the sound of his breath and the familiar hum of his slicer’s engine beneath his seat were with him.  Mack felt like he was alone, but he knew better. 
 
    As soon as his slicer had drifted past the bay doors, Mack spotted them: dozens of fighters buzzing around the St. George.  One formation came toward him, and it was all he could do not to squeeze the accelerator and try to get out of Dodge. 
 
    But a plan was only as good as a person’s ability to carry it out, he reminded himself.  He thought Taven might have told him that once.  Mack held to his slow drift pace, hoping the approaching enemy craft would assume he was space trash or a piece of the ship that had broken off after the attacks. 
 
    The latter was more believable, he thought as he noticed floating chunks of metal nearby.  They were pieces of the hull, twisted and folded like scrap metal.  It was a wonder the St. George’s exterior, reinforced as it was, had held up this long. 
 
    He watched as the approaching fighter formation grew closer, their expert flight pattern tightening as they closed in.  Mack saw their weapons glow in preparation, and then in the surreal silence of space, they released their blaster fire in tandem, ripping up another portion of the St. George’s hull. 
 
    Mack held his breath.  They hadn’t seemed to notice him, but that last shot was getting dangerously close to some critical systems.  They’d already targeted the obvious thrusters and ion jets, and he assumed they were now indiscriminately blasting a new section of the ship with each pass.  It wouldn’t be long before they found another weakness—ventilation, life support, or just a major hull breach.     
 
    Mack throttled up toward Cat’s ship.  He moved ahead gently at first, and then when he felt like he was out in the open, most exposed, he squeezed all he could out of the single burner engine. 
 
    He glanced in all directions for fighters on their way to intercept him, but so far, none had seemed to notice.  He turned his focus back on the horseshoe shaped ship and the opaque orb it held.  As Mack drew closer, he was surprised Cat’s vessel was as big as it was.  And he hoped his little rock slicer was up to the job. 
 
    “Watch out for defensive batteries,” Jaron said over the comm.   
 
    “Well, I didn’t know you cared,” Mack replied. 
 
    “We’re probably finished,” Jaron answered, “but whatever you’re trying—it’s only going to work if you can keep flying.  There they are, red hot.  You see them?” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Mack whispered.  He spotted the blast cannons charging up on Cat’s ship.  There were four of them, two forward and two aft.  “How do I—” he started, but then blast fire ripped through space, barely missing Mack’s slicer.   
 
    He zigzagged left and right as erratically and unpredictably as he knew how.  It was all by instinct, the blaster fire on his port side telling him when to break to starboard and vice versa.  The deadly game, it seemed to Mack, was about outguessing the gunner or computer program as it continually corrected its aim. 
 
    Finally, in the longest ten seconds of Mack’s life, he reached the point where the cannons’ field of aim ended: underneath the belly of Cat’s ship. 
 
    “If you’re doing what I think you’re doing, you better hurry,” Jaron said. 
 
    Mack didn’t answer, knowing he was right.  They might not know what he was up to, but they’d figure it out fast enough. 
 
    Only inches below the bottom hull of Cat’s ship, Mack moved his slicer forward toward the orb.  As he came closer, its surface appeared to change.  Little specks of light emerged and descended back into the black, all the while spinning fast.  It was like watching inverted sunspots in fast-motion.  Mack wondered if the lights that he could see from this distance were the distant stars of the Milky Way, and the realization made his usually steady hands begin to shake. 
 
    “Cut that out,” he told himself.  He couldn’t afford to think like that.  Yeah, what he was about to do was foolish.  But that’s why it might actually work.  
 
    He let go of his throttle and placed his hands on the twin handles located on the right and left of his cockpit.  These were his second hands, the tools he’d used for years to earn his keep. 
 
    He raised the exterior arms of the slicer, the two pinchers extending out to intersect the small nodes which held the orb in place.  The nodes were small divots on larger trusses, and Mack wondered why they’d designed things this way.  It seemed precarious and unstable, but he figured it had something to do with the frequent transit of the orb to the charging station on Kairos.     
 
    There was resistance when he tried to merely insert the pinchers in between the orb and the nodes, and he realized there were other forces in place besides simple friction.  Whatever it was, he surmised, allowed the orb to spin.   
 
    When simple pressure proved inadequate, Mack actuated the arc cutters at the ends of the pinchers and began cutting out the node from the larger truss.  Sparks flew, and he grinned, satisfied by his own ability to manage two simultaneous cuts.  If only Boss man could see this, he thought. 
 
    Just then, one of his arc cutters snapped through the truss.  He focused on the other but couldn’t help but see motion out the corner of his eye.  He knew the fighters were likely on their way, but he also knew finishing this was worth any risk. 
 
    The second node broke free from its truss, and Mack saw the orb begin to spin.  It wasn’t like before, not just the whirling stars inside of it.  Now, the mostly opaque, black, wet-looking surface of the orb itself was spinning, and he knew it meant the doomsday device was cut free. 
 
    He froze for a split second, only then recognizing his untested assumption that the orb was safe to make contact with.  “Blast it if I know,” he said.  He’d come too far to chicken out now. 
 
    He squeezed the slicer’s arms around the orb and stopped its spin, though the lights inside of it continued whirling.  “Got you,” Mack said.  Then he pressed the acquisition tab.  The slicer commenced to pull down the orb like a spider retrieving captured prey, fixing it behind and below the slicer.  Now long tow bars held the object a safe distance—or so Mack hoped—from the slicer’s propulsion jets. 
 
    “They’re on to you,” Jaron said, this time sounding annoyed by Mack’s ignorance. 
 
    Mack quickly scanned his surroundings and realized he was out of time.  Fighters were closing in fast.  He grabbed his throttle and squeezed, pushing the engine hard. 
 
    For a fleeting moment, he wondered if Cat’s ship would dare fire on him with the orb in tow.  The cannon blast that nearly grazed the cockpit’s glass gave him his answer.   
 
    He zigzagged as before and scanned his surroundings for a quadrant void of fighters.  Finding none, Mack turned his slicer toward the St. George.   
 
    He continued weaving up, down, port and starboard to avoid cannon fire, but the inertia of his new payload caused the slicer to drift farther afield than he expected.  Mack no longer had the nimblest craft in the sky, and he worried—if he got past Cat’s blast range—that the other bogies could outfly him. 
 
    Using his rear camera, Mack realized Cat’s blast cannons gave a tell, a split-second indication.  As their glow peaked, the cannons shook before firing.  Had he noticed it on the way in, he could have handled his approach with ease.  But now, weighed down with the orb, it was a marginal advantage.   
 
    Mack looked up from the vid-feed to see a tight formation of fighters directly ahead drawing beads on his position.  Their blaster fire tore through vacuous space, and Mack turned the slicer hard to port just in time to avoid impact. 
 
    “Running out of breathing room here,” Mack complained. 
 
    Just then, he spotted two detonator charges shooting out from the St. George.  They were heading straight for the fighters. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” he shouted.  He flew wildly, attempting to evade the ongoing assault.  He held his breath, keeping an eye on the detonators as they zoomed toward the fighter formation.  Finally, the charges intersected with their unsuspecting targets.     
 
    “Woohoo!” Mack shouted as he flew toward the giant fireball.  “That-a-girl,” he said, believing Kenna was responsible for the save. 
 
    “Now if I don’t catch debris, I might just make it out of blaster range,” he told himself.  The post-explosion cloud would cover his tracks, and the farther he flew from Cat’s ship, the harder it was for her cannons to touch him.   
 
    As he came through the other side of the debris field, Mack was struck by the black sky, a vector of space beyond the St. George now void of any stars.  And he knew he carried them with him, behind the slicer in the orb.  He just hoped, somehow, there was a way to return them. 
 
    Mack got on the comm, calling up the St. George. 
 
    “You did it,” Kenna answered.   
 
    “We did it,” Mack corrected.  “That was some good shootin’ back there, Momma.” 
 
    “Yes, well.  We cannot celebrate just yet,” Kenna said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jaron added, “that orb’s still charging.” 
 
    “Whatta you mean, still charging?” Mack checked the cargo vid-screen and saw the specks of light inside the orb continuing to whirl and spin. 
 
    “The mechanism’s self-contained,” Jaron explained.  “Just because you took it from Cat’s ship doesn’t mean it turned itself off.  It’s still going, still absorbing this simulation.” 
 
    Mack was confused.  First, he wondered why, if it was still absorbing the sim, it hadn’t already absorbed him.  But then he remembered that it wasn’t geared that way, hadn’t been like that when Cat controlled it.  It ate up the distant stars and galaxies first. 
 
    He eyed the long train of fighters now poking through the explosive cloud behind him.  They were pursuing him, and he knew they wouldn’t stop. 
 
    “What do I do with this thing now?” he asked over the comms. 
 
    There was nothing but radio silence, and Mack soon realized they had no answers for him.  He was alone, left with only one option, one way to finish what he’d started. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 36 
 
    “SIR, WE’RE RECEIVING an unidentified transmission,” said the comm tech. 
 
    Stafford stared at Cat’s ship onscreen for a moment before saying, “Put it on.” 
 
    Taven watched as the screen blipped before showing the face of the woman who’d put him on the ground.  Her green eyes appeared to be on fire, and he knew instantly that she was incensed.  He whispered to Isham, “Help me up.” 
 
    Isham protested, “But you’ll—” 
 
    “Do it.”  
 
    “My name is General Stafford, in charge of the Meyer C—” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this,” she said.  “Where’s Taven?” 
 
    “Right here,” Taven said, attempting to conceal a wince of pain as he stepped forward.  Isham shadowed him, ready to catch him if he fell, but Taven put a dismissing hand down beside him, signaling to stay back. 
 
    “You look better than I expected,” Cat said. 
 
    “I’ve had some help.  That kind of thing happens sometimes when you aren’t hellbent on ruling the Sim-Verse.” 
 
    She didn’t speak for a moment.  Instead, she tilted her head to one side and gave Taven a look that he couldn’t decipher.  It could have been one of pity or longing; he didn’t know, and at this point, didn’t care.  
 
    “I don’t know what your guy is thinking,” she finally said, “but you’re liable to kill us all.” 
 
    Taven didn’t know what she was talking about but wasn’t about to reveal his ignorance.  “If you don’t like it, you can leave at any time,” he said. 
 
    She huffed at his insolence before giving her final message.  “Return the orb, and I’ll spare your life, Taven.” 
 
    “But not this sim or any of the others, right?” he said, trying not to act surprised. 
 
    She slammed her console, and the screen went blank before returning to the previous view of the St. George stranded near Cat’s ship. 
 
    Just then, Taven collapsed to the floor.  Isham ran to him, putting his hands over him. 
 
    “Is he okay?” Stafford asked, sounding like he was checking on a piece of equipment, not a human being. 
 
    “He’s holding on, but just barely,” Isham answered. 
 
    “There it is,” Hewitt said, pointing at the image onscreen. 
 
    “There what is?” Stafford questioned. 
 
    “Right there,” Hewitt said, sounding giddy.  He rushed to the screen and pointed at a small moving speck on the far side of the St. George. 
 
    “Zoom in,” Stafford ordered a tech.  The image changed, showing Mack’s slicer with the orb in tow. 
 
    “He’s got it,” Hewitt squealed.  “He’s got the orb.” 
 
    For the first time in several minutes, Taven pulled back from his narrow focal point, seeing more than just his friend’s energy signature and the temporal bubble surrounding him.  Now he saw the bright glowing orb.  How he had missed it before, he didn’t know.  Maybe it was a peculiarity of Gatekeeper vision, or maybe it was just a consequence of his anguished mind.     
 
    “He’s not alone,” Stafford said.  “Looks like an entire fleet of fighters are in hot pursuit.  And they’re gaining on him.” 
 
    A comm tech announced that there was another incoming transmission.   
 
    Taven, on the floor with his eyes closed, moaned.  “I can’t.”  There was no way he could muster another face to face confrontation with Cat. 
 
    “Don’t you worry,” Isham said.  “Just stay there.” 
 
    “Put it on,” Stafford said, straightening his shoulders as if preparing for a fight. 
 
    The screen blipped before showing a very close image of Mack’s face. 
 
    “Mr. Carter,” Stafford said, surprised.  
 
    “I’ve gotta big payload ready for delivery,” Mack announced. 
 
    “Mack,” Taven wheezed.   
 
    “Is that you, Boss man?”  Mack leaned his already too close face toward the camera, looking for his friend. 
 
    “Hold me up,” Taven pleaded.  Isham complied, helping him sit up but having to hold him so he wouldn’t collapse. 
 
    “There you are,” Mack said.  “You don’t look so good.” 
 
    “Never mind me,” Taven said.  “We’ve got to deal with that orb.  Can you blast it?” 
 
    “Jaron says no.  Not if we want to live to tell about it.  And it’s going to blow on its own soon anyway if it’s not returned to old green eyes.  Something about EM instability.” 
 
    Taven examined the orb with his Gatekeeper vision.  No longer opaque, it was bright like the sun, and he couldn’t look at it for long. 
 
    Stafford stepped aside and spoke to one of the techs, checking on something.  Taven was having enough trouble focusing, keeping Cat from pushing back the time dilation, and he felt like lashing out at the general for distracting him.  
 
    “Can you get rid of it?” Taven asked.  He felt numb and dumb, his mind weak and preoccupied. 
 
    “Afraid not, Boss.  Not in this world anyway.  Not unless you want to hand it back over.” 
 
    “They’re getting closer,” Hewitt warned, and Taven saw Mack looking down nervously at his rear camera view. 
 
    “Think you can open up a portal?” Mack asked.  “How about Iris and Kenna’s home world?” 
 
    Taven didn’t like where this was going.  “That sub sim’s gone, Mack.  Along with its primary.  Cat already—” 
 
    “But can you do it?” 
 
    Taven let out a gasp, the pain sharp and unbearable.   
 
    “He’s failing,” Isham said.  “The strain is too much for him.  His injury—”  
 
    “Can he open a portal for Mr. Carter?” General Stafford redirected. 
 
    “Not while he’s like this, not while he’s still holding back Cat.  He doesn’t have the strength to hold the temporal field and create a portal.” 
 
    “Maybe he won’t have to,” Hewitt said, looking at a console.  “General, you’re going to want to see this.” 
 
    Stafford signaled to a nearby tech, and the main viewer’s vid-screen split in two: Mack on one side and the space battle on the other. 
 
    Taven opened his eyes just in time to see a caravan of ships reaching Cat’s vessel.  The comm tech announced another incoming transmission.   
 
    “Keep visual.  Open up the channel—audio only,” Stafford instructed. 
 
    “Braun Orbiter Central Command, this is Unionist vessel P348 reporting in.  We’ve reached the battlefield and are commencing with Operation Ramrod.”   
 
    “Godspeed,” Stafford said, an emotional tone in his voice.   
 
    Then, onscreen, the Unionist vessels moved forward, opening each of their mining ships’ jaws of death just like Mack had done with the St. George.  Cat’s ship’s defensive cannons opened fire on them, but the reinforced manganese steel withstood the blasts.   
 
    “I’m still waitin’ on that portal, Boss,” Mack chimed in.   
 
    Just then, light from blast fire illuminated Mack’s screen, and he bobbed his head down, ducking reflexively from the too-close-for-comfort enemy fire.  “And these guys aren’t letting up either,” he added. 
 
    “What about it, Mr. Smith?” Stafford asked.   
 
    Isham intervened for Taven.  “There’s no way, not in his current condition.  He’d have to drop the temporal field to open a portal. 
 
    “But at least that orb would—” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Isham insisted, sounding defiant for the first time.  “If Taven dropped the temporal field, she’d instantly push it past us all, freezing us and the vessel carrying the orb.  She’d retrieve it and resume destroying your world before you’d even know it.”  He snapped his fingers.  “It’d be over just like that.” 
 
    Stafford huffed and turned back to the scene onscreen.  “Perhaps, Dr. Hewitt is right after all.”   
 
    Taven watched with dim enthusiasm.  The pain, the struggle—nothing on the outside, nothing out there seemed relevant or worthy of his attention.  But as the battle unfolded, he soon realized he was wrong. 
 
    A half dozen Unionist ships drew closer, crowding around Cat’s ship on all sides.  Though unable to penetrate the Unionists’ rock crushing jaws, Cat’s defensive cannon blasts hammered them, slowing their approach.   
 
    But there were four cannons and six ships, which meant at any given moment two of the ships were unencumbered.  Slowly but surely, the Unionist vessels squeezed in tighter on the horse-shoe shaped craft until finally one of them rammed into it. 
 
    “Any damage?” Stafford asked one of the observation techs. 
 
    “Minimal,” she answered. 
 
    Then, a few seconds later, a second Unionist craft smashed into Cat’s ship, pinning it against the first craft who continued blowing thrusters at full throttle.  Their jets looked like a burnout exercise, and Taven knew they were taxing engines to the max. 
 
    The entire Braun Orbiter’s Central Command erupted into cheers except for Taven.  His eyes were on Mack.  The pursuing fighters were closer to him now than before.  And Taven knew it was only a matter of time before his friend was shot down. 
 
    Isham stood suddenly, and Taven felt the pain inside surge higher.  Clearly, Isham had been actively negating its effects.  What felt like a jagged shard of glass in Taven’s abdomen cut deeper into whatever psychic or metaphysical substance it was lodged in. 
 
    “She’s hurt,” Isham said. 
 
    “He’s right,” said the tech.  “That ship is suffering some serious damage.” 
 
    “No, not the ship,” Isham countered.  “I mean, her—Cat.  The impact has injured her somehow.  Now’s our chance.” 
 
    Mack, apparently hearing all this over the comm, joined in.  “C’mon, Boss.  You can do this.  Open one up for me.” 
 
    Taven moaned, “No.”   
 
    “You have to,” Stafford said quickly.  “This may be our only opportunity.” 
 
    But Taven wasn’t saying no to dropping his guard; he was fighting against the idea of sending Mack to a sim that was already destroyed.  “Isn’t there a sim,” Taven gasped, “that’s uninhabited?” 
 
    Isham just stared at him blankly.  Taven searched the faces of the others in the room, stopping with Dr. Hewitt who gave a nervous expression that meant he didn’t know.   
 
    There had to be some, Taven knew, but he also knew that he hadn’t been to any.  Which meant he couldn’t rely on his memories to open a portal to an uninhabited simulation.   
 
    “Not sure how long I can keep this up,” Mack said, twisting his throttle wildly as he avoided another near blast.  “It’s the only way, Boss man.  You’d do the same if you were in my place.  It’s okay.” 
 
    Taven, with a tear welling up, looked to Isham for help.   
 
    “If we are going to do this,” Isham said coldly, “it needs to be now.  Cat is still fighting, still pushing against you and the temporal field.  But she’s weakened now.  However, she will likely recover quickly, and if she gets free of those ships … ” 
 
    Taven closed his eyes and whispered, “Mack, I’m sorry.”  Then he released his grasp of the temporal field.  Instantly, he heard the sound’s frequency begin to drop.  Cat was still fighting, was pushing the field outward.  But it wasn’t instantaneous, and it wasn’t fast enough to stop him.   
 
    Taven shifted his focus to that location in space ahead of Mack’s slicer.  There, he imagined Kenna’s world, remembering the adventure he and Mack had had there as well as the deception Cat had laid for them both. 
 
    “He’s away,” shouted a tech.  Taven opened his eyes just in time to see the portal he’d created flash as it closed and disappeared.  Then, emanating from the closed portal, a light bending wave rippled through time and space impossibly fast in all directions.     
 
    When the wave struck the Braun Orbiter, Taven let out a loud sigh.  Isham dropped to his knees and began moving his hands up and down Taven’s still body. 
 
    “Is he okay?” Hewitt asked.   
 
    “He will be,” Isham answered.  “He’s unconscious.  The strain finally took him down, but now that he isn’t using his Gatekeeper abilities, I can heal him.” 
 
    “Status report,” Stafford barked, his eyes on the battle onscreen. 
 
    “Our systems are fully functional.  The ripple seemed to have no effect,” said a tech. 
 
    “And the battlefield?” 
 
    “The Unionist ships don’t appear to be moving,” the tech said. 
 
    “It’s the temporal field,” Hewitt decided.  “She’s frozen the time around her.” 
 
    “And now she’s moving,” Stafford confirmed.  Onscreen, Cat’s ship dislodged from the ramming Unionist vessels and ascended into space.  Once clear, a giant portal appeared, larger than any anyone had seen before. 
 
    “She’s getting away,” Stafford said. 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” Taven said. 
 
    Everyone turned to see Taven stand up, now fully healed of his wounds.  He closed his eyes, stretching his hands out toward Cat’s position.  
 
    The crew turned and watched Cat’s ship onscreen as it began to lunge forward toward the open shining disk.  But then, just before it entered, Cat’s ship stopped. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” Stafford asked. 
 
    “She’s not doing anything,” Isham said.  “He is.  Taven pushed the temporal field beyond your ships.  Now she is frozen.” 
 
    “Caught her off guard!” Hewitt exclaimed.   
 
    Operation Ramrod recommenced, the six Unionist vessels retargeting Cat’s frozen ship.  But this time, there were no cannon blasts to slow them down.  And the six mining ships coordinated their assault, impacting the enemy craft at precisely the same moment.  With perfect synchronicity, the Unionist blockade bit down onto Cat’s ship with their rock crushing jaws.   
 
    “Cat has been destroyed,” Isham announced right as her portal collapsed.  A second later, Cat’s ship exploded, fiery plasma billowing up as if from a megaton detonation.   
 
    The Central Command rang out with cheers. 
 
    “Goodbye,” Taven said softly.  But Taven wasn’t saying goodbye to Cat.  His farewell was to Mack, a fallen friend who’d made the ultimate sacrifice.  As he watched the burning cloud of debris clear, shimmering specks of light caught Taven’s eye. 
 
    “The stars are back,” Hewitt declared.  “It worked.  Destroying the orb must have restored our sim back to normal.” 
 
    Victory had been won, and everyone celebrated.  Everyone but Taven.     
 
    “What is it, Taven?” Isham asked.  “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Not everything’s back to normal,” he answered.   
 
    And like the ripple that had emanated from Mack’s closed portal, the solemn reckoning of victory’s cost reverberated through the room.  Mack was gone as were, presumably, all the other people in the sims that Cat had destroyed up until now.  Nothing was back to normal, nor would it ever be.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 37 
 
    TAVEN’S BACK ACHED, and he tried leaning against the wooden pew.  But it creaked noisily, and he stopped to avoid drawing attention to himself. 
 
    He looked to his right at his fellow witnesses—Jaron, Kenna, and Isham—each with their own oversized microphone on the table before them.  And then he looked away quickly.  Seeing them as a group only reminded him of the one who ought to be here but wasn’t.  He’d lost his friend twice now.  But there was no getting him back this time.     
 
    Taven looked up, observing the domed ceiling and its hundreds-of-years-old mural.  Someone definitely had had the Sistine Chapel in mind, he thought.  This stately room had all the trappings of Eleazar’s palace, museum pieces out on display without any glass coverings, and on the walls were paintings of dead people, venerations to the political saints of old.   
 
    He listened to questions and answers, the never-ending back and forth between State investigators and his fellow witnesses.  They’d all been granted immunity in exchange for full disclosure of the events that had led up to Meyer Corp getting busted, just days after Cat’s defeat. 
 
    In the end, the higher ups at Meyer Corp had been right after all; they couldn’t keep the Unionists quiet.  After having aided the corporation in the battle against Cat, the Unionists had quickly blown the whistle to government authorities.  Knowledge of the Sim-Verse and Meyer Corp’s attempt to cover it up had been revealed.   
 
    It hadn’t taken long for the State to recognize another thing: all of Meyer Corp’s inter-sim trade had been going on untaxed.  In the attempt to conceal the Sim-Verse, the corporation had failed to report most of the assets they’d been amassing from foreign simulations.  And like Chicago gangster Al Capone in the early twentieth century, it had been easier to bring charges against the corporation for tax evasion than to prosecute them for endangering the world.   
 
    Ordinarily, Taven would have felt great trepidation being in this situation, under the scrutiny of the collective world governments and billions of vid-feed viewers.   But two things had settled his nerves: one was just the inane duration.  Talk, talk, talk.  Every detail, every moment they’d spent in other sims had been brought up by the committee.  And each examiner seemed to feel the need to ask the same questions for themselves, reframing the narrative to suit their own political agendas.  Plus, he and his team had already spilled their guts in the multi-day deposition that had preceded this show trial.  There was now nothing to hide, no stone left unturned.   
 
    The second reason Taven wasn’t nervous was because he was untouchable.  Just like at the Meyer Corp board meeting after the fall of Meta, he knew that future developments hinged on his continuing participation in day to day operations.  He was a Gatekeeper, and though there were jumpers for inter-simulation travel, no one had yet found a way to replicate his other abilities.   
 
    The only difference now was that Meyer Corp’s Board of Directors no longer called the shots, at least not officially.  Replacing them was the Joint Council for Inter-simulation Affairs, or the JCIA.   
 
    As much as Taven disliked working for Meyer Corp, he doubted being employed by politicians would be much better.  There were obvious problems: inefficiency and incompetence—what did a politician who’d never worked a real job know about running a company?   
 
    But there were other issues.  With a corporation, it was easy to understand motivation.  They wanted to earn a profit, a big one.  And everybody knew it.  But once governments—read civil servants—were involved, it wasn’t quite so simple.   
 
    History was clear: greed fueled the political machine.  Politicians were drawn to power just as much as CEOs.  The difference was that no one was allowed to say as much, not in public anyway.  Instead, the expectation was to say one thing and do another.  Doublespeak.  Doublethink.  It was clunky at best, maddening at worst. 
 
    That wasn’t to say Meyer Corp and most of its leadership were disappearing.  Except for a few scapegoats that had already been arrested, the corporation was still intact.  After the JCIA finished this charade, Meyer Corp would resume operations as a State contractor, answering directly to the Joint Council.  Already having placed its people within the corporate structure, the JCIA was making a huge power grab while simultaneously posing as the saviors of the world.  It was a brilliant move albeit a nauseating one.       
 
    “Would you agree with that statement, Mr. Smith?” asked an examiner. 
 
    Taven perked up.  “Would you repeat the question?”  He had no clue what had been asked. 
 
    The woman with short gray hair cleared her throat, annoyed like a schoolteacher with an incalcitrant student.  “Would you agree with Mr. Jaron Dax that unregulated inter-sim travel creates undue risk?” 
 
    Taven wondered how anyone could give these people the time of day, let alone elect them to political office.  “Uh, yeah.  Sure,” Taven said. 
 
    “Care to elaborate?” asked another examiner.  And the woman with gray hair turned toward the second with pursed lips, apparently offended by the out-of-turn comment. 
 
    “Not really,” Taven answered.  “I’ll just say, we all got our hands dirty.  The Sim-Verse is a big place.  And no one, not Meyer Corp, not me—no one had a clue what we were really dealing with.” 
 
    The blank stares from the committee told Taven he hadn’t ticked the box they were expecting him to.  They resumed questioning the others, and that was fine by him.  Except, he couldn’t tune them out so well this time. 
 
    “Now tell us about this insurrection on Kairos?” one of them asked Kenna. 
 
    She told the story yet again, of how Mack had created a diversion by talking circles around Cat’s second in command while she had charged up her hands to attack him and the two goons he’d brought with him. 
 
    “And you admit, Mr. Dax, that you had had a peaceful solution to your problem the whole time?” 
 
    “The key?” Jaron asked. 
 
    “Yes, the key,” the examiner repeated smartly. 
 
    “Until Mack and Kenna demonstrated that they had a way off Kairos, there wasn’t much point in me running away.  Where was I going to go?” Jaron pleaded. 
 
    “And what do you think your responsibility in this calamity was?” said one of them to Kenna.  “Can you appreciate how killing three members of Kairos’s Prime Minister’s cabinet might have exacerbated inter-sim relations?” 
 
    Kenna began answering honestly, the only mode she knew how to operate in.  “I worked alongside others from Meyer Corp to destabilize the enemy’s—” 
 
    “May the record show,” interrupted the examiner, “the witness is referring to Kairos’s Prime Minister.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Taven said.  He heard the wooden pews creak as dozens in the audience behind him suddenly sat up.     
 
    “You wish to make a comment, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    “Yeah, well.  It’s just that Kenna’s right.  We really did have an enemy.  Cat was not some elected official.  She was a self-appointed dictator.  We didn’t get ourselves into a trade disagreement.  And no amount of regulations and red tape would have prevented our trouble.  Cat was committed to overturning and ruling the Sim-Verse.  And if that meant destroying most of it—all of us—that’s exactly what she was going to do.  Being nice to her wasn’t going to change anything.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Smith,” replied the examiner.  “It was a complex problem.  When people from different cultures first meet, there’s a high likelihood of conflict.  Meyer Corp was ill prepared for such interactions.” 
 
    “You think you would have done better?”  Taven asked, unable to censor himself.   
 
    “At least members of the Joint Council aren’t concerned with things like profit,” answered a different member.  “We strive for peace, understanding, and equitable trade.” 
 
    “Don’t forget power,” Taven added.  He’d already pushed back.  What did it matter now? 
 
    The examiners turned to each other, many of their faces red with anger.  They put their hands over the microphones and whispered to each other. 
 
    Finally, one of them spoke.  “It seems a recess is in order before the next group of witnesses come forward.” 
 
    That was it? Taven wondered.  We’re off the hook? 
 
    “Mr. Smith will resume his position as an inter-sim liaison.   The three of you are free to go.” 
 
    “Wait just a minute,” Taven said.  He thought he could hear the cameras zooming in on him.  “You act like you’re doing them a favor by telling them they’re free, like they didn’t just save your lives a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “Their actions along with the decisions made by Meyer Corp endangered billions of—” 
 
    “They put their lives on the line,” Taven insisted.  “For what?  What do they have to show for their sacrifice?  Were they doing it for money?  For power?” 
 
    The examiner stammered for a second, and Taven continued.  “These people left their home worlds, gave up what lives they’d lived just to try to stop an obvious evil force in the Sim-Verse.  They should be championed, celebrated.  And you’re treating them like pardoned criminals.”   
 
    There was a pause, and Taven could see the wheels of anger spin inside the examiner’s head.  “What do you suggest?” the examiner asked, his voice quiet but seething. 
 
    “At least give them a way to earn a living, a way to be part of our world.  Let them continue working with me if they want to.” 
 
    More whispers were exchanged by the examiners.  The woman with gray hair said, “We’ll allow it.  Do each of you desire a post of service?”   
 
    Taven noticed she’d reframed everything now that the three of them were going to be let back in.  Now they were servants, the same name politicians usually reserved for themselves. 
 
    Kenna and Isham looked at Taven and smiled before answering yes.   
 
    “I appreciate the offer,” Jaron said.  “But I’ve got a home world to return to.” 
 
    “Very well,” pronounced the examiner.  “Thank you all for your candor today.  This session is adjourned.” 
 
    She rapped her gavel, and the whole room stood and began filing out. 
 
    The four of them stood together for several moments, looking into each other’s faces while the crowded room dispersed.  After it had grown quieter, Kenna spoke.   
 
    “Taven Smith, thank you for standing up for me.  When we lost Mack, I thought I had lost the only person in the Sim-Verse who would ever do that.  But now … ”  Taven saw a glint in her eye as she refused to shed a tear.  “Thank you,” she said before looking down. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not coming with us?” Isham asked Jaron.  “Cat’s gone, but she isn’t the only threat in the Sim-Verse.” 
 
    Taven knew he meant Eleazar, but they had so far kept his name out of their conversations, some silent pact they’d made. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m going to take my chances,” Jaron said coolly.  “I’ve had enough galivanting around the Sim-Verse for one lifetime.  Kairos needs rebuilding.  And I need to learn how to live again.” 
 
    Taven reached out his arms, bringing the other three in closer.  They leaned in, huddling together.  “I wish Mack were here,” Taven said.  “He always knew something inappropriate to say.” 
 
    Everyone laughed, and they took turns guessing what absurd comments Mack would have made.  When they finally let go of each other, Taven said, “Alright, you two, I’ll see you Monday morning.  Jaron, let’s get you home.”    
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 38 
 
    THOUGH KAIROS OCCUPIED the planet’s dark side and never saw its sun, the city never slept.  Jaron Dax drifted aimlessly through its bright streets.  In his hand was his headgear, the first thing given to him when he’d arrived.  For a Kairosian, life disconnected from the cyber grid was unimaginable.  But Jaron’s imprisonment had taught him to do just that.   
 
    He heard a fast-pitched hum right before an e-bike turned the corner and blitzed past him.  If Jaron had been wearing his headgear, it would have warned him, and the rider would have seen him.  Jaron knew he should put it on, but he didn’t.  Not yet.   
 
    He turned the corner and walked toward a large fountain in the middle of a busy square.  People were coming and going through the surrounding buildings’ invisible doors.  A lot of time had passed since he’d last seen it, but Jaron knew this place.   
 
    Long before Cat had come and ruined his life, he’d met his wife Kaleel in this square while playing a game.  It had been a long weekend, a required break from his work at the lab.  And he’d been convinced then that nothing good would come from being away from his research.  But he’d been wrong.  And he hoped he could be wrong again. 
 
    Jaron examined the wall next to him.  He knew there was probably a door there, one he could see if he wore his headgear.  But he wasn’t looking for the door’s seam.  Rather, he was struck by his own reflection.  The long-haired man bore no resemblance to the image he had of himself.  He moved closer to the glossy wall until he could see into his eyes.  He told himself it was just the long hair and that he really was in there, somewhere, deep down. 
 
    Slowly, he raised his headgear and put it on.  It was a struggle, his long bushy mane making it hard to fit the harness over his head.  And the nodes didn’t make good contact at first.  After adjusting it, he felt it snap on, and quickly his surroundings came to life.  He looked at a wall and heard:   
 
    Can you handle the speed? 
 
    It was an e-bike ad, and he couldn’t help but smile at the fact that the system still remembered him and his interests from so long ago.  He turned to the fountain.  It was exactly as he remembered it: watery florets of pink, blue, purple, and red sparkled in the air like fireworks.  In the open square, he saw people in their true environments, playing/fighting/interacting with the virtual characters and objects that had been invisible to him before. 
 
    Jaron breathed deeply.  It was both a relief to be back and, at the same time, overwhelming.  This had once been his normal way of life.  But without Kaleel, and after all he’d been through, he didn’t know if he could return to it. 
 
    He decided on a simple task.  If he was going to continue wearing the gear, he needed a better fit and connection.  And he thought he remembered a hygiene booth being down here somewhere. 
 
    Need to freshen up?  Try our new— 
 
    Jaron looked away from the advertisement, resenting how fast the neural link anticipated his desires.  “If only you could offer me what I really want,” he said.  Then, on a lark, he thought he’d try it. 
 
    He continued walking and returned his gaze back at the building’s ads.  It sputtered for a moment before playing images of two hands being held and then one hand fading away.  The remaining hand grasped for the missing hand before turning into a fist. 
 
    “Loss is an inevitable part of life,” the ad said.  But that doesn’t make it easy.  We can help.  Our counselors are trained to—” 
 
    Jaron looked away.  “Unbelievable,” he said.  “They can find a way to sell anything.” 
 
    He kept his eyes down, only occasionally checking the doors on his right as he walked.  Then, when it came in sight, the hygiene booth glowed brightly, a beacon for his soon to be dapper self. 
 
    He came to it and walked as if he was going to plow straight through the door.  But it opened at the last millisecond and shut in like manner behind him.   
 
    The wall length mirror before him came online, his reflection emerging after a few seconds as if an electronic fog had to clear first.  The booth began automatically making suggestions, showing Jaron what he would look like with various haircuts and skin treatments.  He snapped his fingers, shutting off the interactive suggestion feature.  Then he pulled up a list of options from the glowing tab in the corner of the mirror.   
 
    There was an exponential jump in price between the most basic and deluxe packages.  Jaron felt a subtle boost of dopamine as he remembered that he was rich now.  Though all Kairosians received a basic wage that provided for essentials, Jaron had been given palladium status by the provincial government.  It was a hero’s reward and an income level that he and Kaleel had once only dreamed of.     
 
    Jaron picked a short haircut like he used to wear and skipped the full body scrub.  The booth instructed him to remove his headgear and place it on the small shelf on the wall.  As soon as he did, arms of the machine hidden behind the mirror appeared—the stuff of Kairosian children’s nightmares—and began buzzing, clipping, and sucking away hair.  After a final blast of cleansing air, the booth told him it was again safe to wear his headgear. 
 
    Jaron put it on and turned quickly to exit.  Prepared for the animated sights and sounds of Kairos, he stepped out into the square.  But as he did, there was a flash of light that he knew didn’t belong.  It was a jumper, and he wondered what the Joint Council wanted and how they had found him here.   
 
    Several Kairosians noticed the out of place jumper and gathered near it as its scissor hinged door opened.  Out stepped a young man wearing a helmet and a blue-gray uniform.   
 
    The young man touched something inside the jumper before pulling his hand out of the way as the jumper door closed.  Then he stepped forward toward the crowd, and the jumper disappeared behind him in a flash. 
 
    “Greetings from the Great Father,” the soldier announced with what looked like a genuine smile on his face.  “Count yourselves blessed for the one who is blind sees all.  He has chosen you on this very day.  Receive his words with gladness, and together we will climb!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    ___________________________________________ 
 
    The story continues in Seeker’s Climb (Sim-Verse: Book 4).  (Coming soon in 2020)   
 
      
 
    While you wait, check out my other series: 
 
      
 
    The Anti Life Series—a space opera trilogy. 
 
      
 
    Final Update—a post-apocalyptic zombie thriller, also a completed trilogy.  
 
      
 
      
 
    And be sure to sign up for my newsletter to hear about new releases, writing updates, book giveaways, and more. 
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